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INTRODUCTION 
Prior to the emergence of the terrorist group Boko Haram in the northern part of Nigeria, 
Nigeria was a country where people lived in relative peace. Founded in 2002 with the official Arabic 
name Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda'awati wal-Jihad, which means "People Committed to the 
Propagation of the Prophet's Teachings and Jihad", Boko Haram’s initial main focus was on simply 
opposing the western system of education. However, by 2009, it had launched a military operation 
intent on creating an Islamic State.
1
  As this terrorist group gradually infiltrated the country, things 
began to gradually change; Nigeria began to occupy major headlines in the world media for the 
wrong reasons. The hope of all was that “this too shall pass away” like every other challenge in the 
past. However, as time went on, it became clear that the Boko Haram saga was not a passing 
phenomenon and that it will not quickly lose its taste for violence and evils of various kinds. In no 
time, bombings in churches, markets, police stations, mosques and military sites became almost a 
weekly occurrence.
2
             
 Since terrorism had up until this point been an extremely rare occurrence in Nigeria, it is of 
little wonder that when the Boko Haram insurgency began to acquire greater dimensions, the 
Nigerian Military could not immediately contain its activities. The terrorist group, therefore, began to 
have an almost unhindered field day. No longer were they merely terrorists planting bombs, they had 
metamorphosed into a kidnaping and abduction machine. On the night of April 14, 2014, it was 
reported that over 200 girls had been kidnapped in Chibok, a town in Borno State, Nigeria.
3
  
 The alleged abduction of these innocent girls, whose only fault was that they availed 
themselves of the opportunity to acquire western education, was interpreted as a loud statement from 
Boko Haram that they were bent on evil and, more importantly, they were capable of carrying out 
crimes of various dimensions. This brutish act would trigger a global outrage that would culminate in 
                                                             
1 Farouk Chothia: BBC Africa, 4 May 2015 
2 Kevin Uhrmacher and Mary Beth Sheridan: The brutal toll of Boko Haram’s attacks on civilians, The Washington Post, 
April 3, 2016 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/world/nigeria-boko-haram/) 
3 BBC News: Nigeria abductions, Timeline of events, 12 May 2014 (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-27342757) 
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the Bring Back Our Girls hashtag (#Bring Back Our Girls). Consequently, the Nigerian government 
had to launch a national search for the alleged missing girls.     
 However, every attempt at locating the victims or of overpowering the group itself was futile. 
Over time, Boko Haram had captured a huge forest where they established their base of terror. Their 
operations from Sambisa forest lent credence to the mystery and audacity of their operations. Their 
reputation and the fear they inspired continued to grow as the vastness of the forest made it more and 
more difficult to locate them. From then on, they began to unleash significant amount of violence 
strategically calculated to cause maximum disruption to the lives of the Nigerian people. The failure 
to locate and rescue the girls ushered in a plea for a more sophisticated military system that would 
safely aid the government in locating and dismantling Boko Haram strongholds in remote parts of 
Nigeria. More precisely, the Federal Government of Nigeria requested drones from the international 
community.
4
            
 Drones are remotely operated unmanned aircrafts either controlled by ‘pilots’ from the 
ground or, increasingly, autonomously following a pre-programmed mission. Drones have come to 
be identified with various acronyms and labels such as Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS), 
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV) and Autonomous Strike System (ASS).  There are different uses 
of UAVs ranging from civilian to military, weaponized to non-weaponized. This works refers 
specifically to weaponized military UAVs.       
 Advocates of drones tout several military advantages. Drones remove the humans who 
operate them completely from harm’s way.  Drones are not prone to frustration, boredom and 
exhaustion; and can remain at the same alert level for an indefinite amount of time. They can also 
endure certain unfavorable conditions that humans cannot withstand.    
 Despite the much-advertised advantages of drones, there are critics of drone use in the fight 
                                                             
4 Colin Freeman, The Telegraph: Calls grow for West to use drones to hunt for Nigerian girls as Boko Haram threatens to 
‘marry off’ nine-year-old, May 5, 2014 
http://news.nationalpost.com/news/calls-grow-for-west-to-use-drones-to-hunt-for-nigerian-girls-as-boko-haram-
threatens-to-marry-off-nine-year-olds  
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against terrorism or in any kind of warfare at all. These critics are quick to point out that in most 
parts of the world where drones have been used to fight wars and terrorists, great harm has been 
caused to the civilian population. Countries like Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq and even Libya are still 
suffering the aftermath of drone wars. Those with religious leanings contend that drone wars make it 
difficult, if not all together impossible, to abide by the just war theory. They contend that the use of 
drones perpetuate wars, and makes the initiation of armed conflict an easy option, thus loosening 
moral restraints on the use of force.         
 Over and above all these frequently recognized challenges, drones today have become major 
sources of harm to those who operate them. Although the physical distance created by the use of 
drones is advantageous to the countries that use them, drone operators are not immune to other forms 
of harm. By widening the distance between the operators and the battleground, drones have arguably 
further impersonalized the act of killing. There is the fear, then, that by constantly witnessing combat 
violence on live video feeds, drone operators’ natural revulsion to violence is steadily weakened. 
Worse still, when killing becomes possible through the push of a button or the click of a mouse, there 
is the fear that an erosion of the inherent value of human life could accompany such acts.   
 As we shall see later, drone operators have been accused of developing a kind of video game 
mindset or a “PlayStation mentality” to killing. This suspicion becomes even more compelling given 
the revelation by military personnel that UAV systems are purposely designed to conform to video 
game consoles to take advantage of the familiarity some individuals have with these systems.
5
 All 
these factors have grave consequences in the long run. By remotely perpetrating the killing of other 
human beings, either guilty or innocent, drone operators become the second victims of their actions. 
As Donald Cabana writes, decrying execution of prisoners, “there is a part of the warden that dies 
                                                             
5  Enemark, Christian. Armed Drones and the Ethics of War: Military Virtue in a Post-Heroic Age. (2014), 86 
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with his prisoner.”6 This is true for drone operators as well as for those who execute prisoners 
directly.       
Many drone operators have shared their own daily experiences of how they suffer varying 
forms of consequences of distance killing; in some instances these consequences can be life-
shattering. Peter W. Singer, a scholar at the Brookings Institution, states clearly that though it might 
be thousands of miles from the battlefield, drone operation involves tough stressors resulting in 
difficult consequences for the crews who operate them.
7
 While the physical distance created by 
drones may offer protection against physical injury, drones by their very design create a unique form 
of virtual presence with horrendous consequences. Unlike fighter pilots who drop bombs and 
disappear from the scene of their actions, the drone operator watches the carnage caused by the 
hellfire missiles launched from his drone. As Col. Albert K. Aimar, commander of the 163 
Reconnaissance Wing in Southern California, observes, “You watch it all the way to impact, and I 
mean it’s very vivid, its right there and personal…so it does stay in people’s minds for a long time.”8 
Drone operators are constant virtual witnesses of the carnage they cause through live-feeds and 
audio-visuals. Developing a PlayStation mentality to killing, being witnesses to the carnages they 
cause and knowing themselves to be agents of such carnage lead to very many consequences such as 
emotional vulnerability, Post-Traumatic Stress disorder and Moral Injury. Drone warfare has 
undeniably brought a new perspective to war and concomitantly creating a new and unsuspecting 
victim.            
 Unfortunately, when discussions about the damaging costs of drone warfare are raised, drone 
operators are seldom seen as victims. Scholarships on drone operations today focus more on external 
factors such as the political viability of drone operations, the moral implication of distant killing and 
the question of collateral damages and non-combatant immunity. This thesis investigates the soul of 
                                                             
6 Bruce Weber, New York Times, Donald cabana, warden who loathed death penalty, dies at 67, October 13, 2013 
7 James Daofeb, New York Times: Drone Pilots Are Found to Get Stress Disorders Much as Those in Combat Do, 
February 22, 2013, 
8 Benjamin, Medea. Drone Warfare. (London: Verso, 2013),89 
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the drone operator. This is in line with Veritatis Splendor’s consideration of the moral action from 
the perspective of the acting person. It does not rule out the need for the external considerations as 
mentioned above, but serves as complimentary to them, in as much as they do not automatically offer 
us any insight about the soul of the drone operator.  Applying virtue theory to a question that is under 
explored, it utilizes the testimonies of drone operators, interviews of military personnel, studies, 
articles and findings of scholars in the field of ethics, psychology and psychiatrics to argue that in 
combat operations, drone operators themselves could turn out to be victims (sufferers) of their 
actions.            
 Combat operation does not end at the time when the operators sign off and leave their 
stations. As they lock the doors behind them, yes, they leave behind the computer screens, the 
joystick, and the keyboard, but they carry with them the dark and horrible images of destruction. 
Often times, these images continue to be in replay mode for most of them even as they take their 
children to school or their family to church.   
 The first chapter of this thesis examines the value of human life and the duty incumbent on 
all to protect and preserve it.  It also focuses on the paradox of war and how one can both pursue the 
defense of human life and, at the same time, speak of a virtuous use of deadly force in war. The 
second chapter examines the historic backdrop to the development of drones. Chapter three focuses 
on the moral landscape of drone warfare. In chapter four, the relationship between the cardinal 
virtues and how they relate to the drone operators are examined. Chapter five investigates the 
victimhood of the drone operators and the final chapter, examines moral injury from a spiritual 
perspective and the need for a more effective pastoral care for drone operators.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE VALUE OF HUMAN LIFE AND THE PARADOX OF WAR 
The Christian tradition has consistently maintained that human life is sacred. The book of 
Genesis captures this divine connection in the following words: “Then God said, Let us make man in 
our own image, after our likeness…”(Genesis 1:26 RSV). This divine attribute of human life places 
him far beyond the “dimensions of his earthly existence, because it consists in sharing the very life of 
God.”9 There is something unique about human life that distinguishes it from every other kind of life. 
This is true not just for one specific human being or the other, but for human life in general. Even at 
death, human life still exudes this aura of specialness. Kathleen Barry remarks that “Unless one’s 
humanity has been distorted or perverted, the most normal reaction when strangers witness another’s 
loss of life is to feel the grief for a life just lost-even the life of a stranger.”10 The life of every human 
being is both irreplaceable and priceless.         
 The book of Genesis, in the first account of creation, places man at the summit of God's 
creative activity, as its crown and, very significantly, at the culmination of a process which leads 
from indistinct chaos to the most perfect of creatures.
11
  The human life has an invaluable and 
immeasurable quality which requires that it be cherished and protected above all other earthly 
considerations. Life indeed is the greatest asset that any human being can possess since it is the 
substratum of every other human enterprise. Saint John Paul II captures this quite succinctly when he 
stated that: “Life in time, in fact, is the fundamental condition, the initial stage and an integral part of 
the entire unified process of human existence. It is a process which, unexpectedly and undeservedly, 
is enlightened by the promise and renewed by the gift of divine life, which will reach its full 
                                                             
9 Catholic Church & John Paul. (1993). The splendor of truth: Veritatis Splendor, encyclical letter. (Boston, Mass, St. 
Paul Books & Media). No 2 
10  Barry, Kathleen. Unmaking War, Remaking Men: How Empathy Can Reshape Our Politics, Our Soldiers and 
Ourselves. (Santa Rosa, Calif: Phoenix Rising Press of Santa Rosa, 2011),  2 
11 Catholic Church, & John Paul. (1995). The Gospel of life: Evangelium vitae: encyclical letter. (Boston, Pauline Books 
and Media.), No 34 
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realization in eternity.”12  In light of the above, and, more importantly, in furtherance of the teaching 
of the Church on the need to preserve the inherent dignity in human life the Fathers of the Second 
Vatican Council taught:  
Whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, euthanasia, or 
willful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation, 
torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself…all these things and others 
like them are infamies indeed. They poison human society, and they do more harm to those who 
practice them than to those who suffer from the injury. Moreover, they are a supreme dishonor 
to the Creator.
13
  
 
The above teaching of the Council Fathers is not an invention of the Church. It is recognition of a 
truth for all times. In every known human society there have always been certain kinds of 
prohibitions on the taking of innocent human life.        
 The Fifth Commandment, as given to Moses on Mount Sinai, expresses the inviolability of 
human life. The injunction “you shall not kill” (Exodus 20:13) is a recognition of the fact that “Man's 
life comes from God; it is his gift, his image and imprint, a sharing in his breath of life. God 
therefore is the sole Lord of this life: man cannot do with it as he wills.”14  Therefore, God invites all 
to not only defend, but to promote life. The intrinsic value of human life imposes an obligation on 
man to preserve it. This is a duty entrusted to all when God invites man to be part of His Lordship of 
His creation saying to him: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves 
upon the earth (Gen 1:28).”15  Then, the question arises: to what extent can one go to preserve this 
life? What happens when this life is threatened and to what extent can one go to defend it? More so, 
one may ask, is it always wrong to kill? Saint Pope John Paul II acknowledges that: 
There are in fact situations in which values proposed by God's Law seem to involve a genuine 
paradox. This happens for example in the case of legitimate defense, in which the right to protect 
one's own life and the duty not to harm someone else's life are difficult to reconcile in practice. 
                                                             
12  Ibid No 2 
13 GS No 27. Vatican Council, & Flannery, A. (1975). Vatican Council II: the conciliar and post conciliar documents. 
(Wilmington, Del: Scholarly Resources)  
14 Catholic Church, and John Paul. The Splendor of Truth: Veritatis Splendor (VS), Encyclical Letter. (Boston, Mass: St. 
Paul Books & Media, 1993), No 39 
15  Ibid no 42 
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Certainly, the intrinsic value of life and the duty to love oneself no less than others are the basis 
of a true right to self-defense. The demanding commandment of love of neighbor, set forth in the 
Old Testament and confirmed by Jesus, itself presupposes love of oneself as the basis of 
comparison: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself " (Mk 12:31). Consequently, no one can 
renounce the right to self-defense out of lack of love for life or for self.
16
   
 
The above exposition of Saint John Paul II recognizes the interplay between the sources of morality. 
Apart from the object of moral acts, circumstance and intention also play very crucial roles. While 
the “morality of the human act depends primarily and fundamentally on the 'object' rationally chosen 
by the deliberate will,”17 one cannot overlook the place of circumstance in human actions.  Saint 
Thomas Aquinas notes that “moral action derives its goodness not only from its object, whence it 
takes its species; but also from the circumstances, which are its accidents, as it were; just as 
something belongs to a man by reason of his individual accidents, which does not belong to him by 
reason of his species” (ST I-II q.18 a.9).  Aquinas is convinced that certain circumstances have the 
capacity to give species to actions/sins. He asserts that “a circumstance makes a moral action to be 
specifically good or bad (ST. I-II q.18 a.10) and “gives species inasmuch as it is the object of the act 
or inasmuch as some condition about the object results from the circumstance” (De Malo q2. A6, Rp 
9). A human action which, in its moral species, may be evil, can in certain circumstances belong to a 
different moral species that would not immediately define it as evil. While killing a person- as a 
moral species- is always wrong, this very moral species can itself disappear in certain concrete 
circumstances, like in the case of legitimate self-defense against an unjust aggressor.   
 In the light of the above, one can immediately conclude that even though the Fifth 
Commandment prohibits the taking of human life, there are certain circumstances in which taking 
human life can be justified. Apart from legitimate self-defense for individuals, there is also the 
question of how the State or a given human community can legitimately protect itself against an 
aggressor. The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) captures this very succinctly: “Legitimate 
defense can be not only a right but a grave duty for someone responsible for another’s life. 
                                                             
16  Ibid no 55 
17  Ibid no 78 
 9 
 
Preserving the common good requires rendering the unjust aggressor unable to inflict harm. To this 
end, those holding legitimate authority have the right to repel by armed force aggressors against the 
civil community entrusted to their charge.” 18 Yet, we must note that the issue of legitimate defense 
for both individuals and State is a complex one. The extent to which political societies can go in the 
defense of lives under them is still very much debatable. The question of the extent to which deadly 
force can ever be employed and the universal obligation to preserve life has remained a questio 
disputata that has placed scholars into various camps.  
The Church’s response has also been a complex one, as seen from various Church 
documents. The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) underscores the above fact 
when they note that the “Catholic tradition on war and peace is a long and complex one, reaching 
from the Sermon on the Mount to the statements of Saint John Paul II. Its development cannot be 
sketched in a straight line and it seldom gives a simple answer to complex questions. It speaks 
through many voices and has produced multiple forms of religious witness.”19 This has given rise to 
a variety of opinions.            
 St. Martin of Tours was a great advocate of a “nonviolent”’ approach to the enemy. He is 
reputed to have refused to continue military service, even for a defensive cause, during a barbarian 
invasion on account of his conviction about nonviolence. He spoke to his commander: “Hitherto I 
have served you as a soldier: allow me now to become a soldier to God: let the man who is to serve 
thee receive thy donative: I am the soldier of Christ: it is not lawful for me to fight”20 On the other 
hand, St Ambrose of Milan maintained that force can be used in defense of neighbor against an 
                                                             
18   CCC No.  2265 
19  Catholic Church. 1983. The challenge of peace: God's promise and our response : a pastoral letter on war and peace : 
May 3, 1983. Washington, D.C. (1312 Massachusetts Ave., N.W., Washington 20005): Office of Pub. Services, United 
States Catholic Conference). no 7 
20 Dr. R. Jared Staudt: The Catholic Report,  Humanizing War and the Dangers of Drone Warfare, May 25, 2015, 
http://www.catholicworldreport.com/Item/3898/humanizing_war_and_the_dangers_of_drone_warfare.aspx (accessed 
June 4th, 2015)   
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enemy. He upheld that “the law of courage is in driving away all harm.”21  St. Augustine, bishop of 
Hippo, in support of the position of St. Ambrose notes that when it concerns protection of the 
innocent, war is an extension of the obligation to love one’s neighbor. In fact, he argues that wars, at 
times, can be necessary ingredients for peace:   
It is therefore with desire for peace that wars are waged, even by those who take pleasure in 
exercising their like nature in command and battle. And hence it is obvious that peace is the 
end sought for by war. For every man seeks peace by waging war, but no man seeks war by 
making peace.
22
   
 
Thus, for Augustine, those who are capable of protecting the innocent are morally obligated to do 
so.
23
  Yet, Augustine favors the priority of dialogue over war. He notes that “it is a greater glory to 
destroy war with a word than men with a sword, and to secure and maintain peace by means of peace 
rather than war”24            
 Aquinas, took over the Augustinian position on war but gave it a more precise and systematic 
formulation, which would become the bedrock of the just war theory. This will be outlined much 
later in this chapter. While Aquinas understands war as a vice opposed to peace, he acknowledges 
that war can proceed from a rightly ordered will. In his question on war (ST II-II q. 40), Aquinas 
queries whether it is always sinful to wage war. He argues that war can be necessary for the common 
good and even for the good of the aggressor. Responding specifically to an objection based on 
Christ’s teaching on the Sermon on the Mount, Aquinas replies: “Nevertheless it is necessary 
sometimes for a man to act otherwise for the common good, or for the good of those with whom he 
is fighting.” Hence, Augustine says (Ep. ad Marcellin. 138): “Those whom we have to punish with a 
kindly severity, it is necessary to handle in many ways against their will.”25  
                                                             
21  Watts, Craig. Just war, pacifism and the ethics of protection." Encounter 71, no. 1 (December 1, 2010): 35-62. ATLA 
Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed May 15, 2015),35 
22  Marrin, Albert. War and the Christian Conscience: From Augustine to Martin Luther King, Jr. (Chicago: Regnery, 
1971), 57 
23  Watts, Craig. Op cit. 36 
24  Marrin, Albert. Op cit., 65 
25  ST II-II, q. 40, a. 1, ad 2 
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There is no doubt then that for Aquinas, some wars can be justified. The just war theory seeks 
to limit and, in fact, regulate the way war should be conducted. Aquinas outlines three conditions 
that are necessary in the determination of a just war. Firstly, the declaration of war is not the 
prerogative of the individual. War has to be declared by a legitimate authority. Secondly, for war to 
be just, it has to be for a just cause. Thirdly, a right intention is required. Every Just War has to be for 
the avoidance of evils and the advancement of good. These conditions must be present for a war to 
be declared just.
26
    
However, not everyone is in agreement with Aquinas’ position. War is a very complicated 
phenomenon, and times of war can become very violent and abysmally chaotic. In the words of 
William Tecumseh Sherman, “war is hell”!27 This reality of war has often led many thinkers to 
wonder if in such situations, one can truly and meaningfully talk about laws and justice. 
Furthermore, they would argue that it makes no sense to talk about justice and laws in warfare since 
wars are fought to be won, and people would generally do anything to conquer their enemy. Bearing 
in mind this destructive element of war, a nonviolent approach to aggression would seem to be the 
only possible means of attaining peace. Dorothy Day, who was a passionate believer in nonviolent 
approach to war, stated very categorically during the Second World War that “Our manifesto is the 
Sermon on the Mount, which means that we will try to be peacemakers. Speaking for many of our 
conscientious objectors, we will not participate in armed warfare or in making munitions, or by 
buying government bonds to prosecute the war, or in urging others to these efforts.”28 While the 
above position may sound plausible for a Christian thinker, the sad reality is that it does not address 
the question of what to do in the face of a violent life threatening attack by an aggressor.   
 Despite the ugliness of war and its precariousness, advocates of the just war theory are 
confident that there could be something like a virtuous use of force in war. The just war theory which 
                                                             
26  ST II-II q. 40, a. 1   
27  Dr. R. Jared Staudt, op cit.  
28  Ibid  
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has been described by John Howard Yoder as the “ethical bedrock for a significant body of 
international law on the conduct of war”29  “states the limit beyond which war as such becomes in 
itself a wholly non-human and non-political activity, and the point beyond which military force 
becomes senseless violence, and our weapons no longer weapons of war.”30  The just war theory 
proposes a set of conditions that must be fulfilled for a nation to be justified in going into war. There 
are also other conditions that guide nations already at war in using violent means virtuously. The first 
set of conditions are termed ius ad bellum (being just in going to war) while the second are called ius 
in bello (being just in fighting war). The Catechism of the Catholic Church outlines these conditions 
as follows:  
The strict conditions for legitimate defense by military force require rigorous consideration. The 
gravity of such a decision makes it subject to rigorous conditions of moral legitimacy. At one and 
the same time: the damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or community of nations must 
be lasting, grave, and certain; all other means of putting an end to it must have been shown to be 
impractical or ineffective; there must be serious prospects of success; the use of arms must not 
produce evils and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated. The power of modern means of 
destruction weighs very heavily in evaluating this condition.
31
  
Here the CCC indicates that the decision to go to war should be a product of rigorous consideration. 
The outlined conditions are provided to aid the evaluation of the necessity for war. It is only in the 
meeting of all these conditions that war can be contemplated.      
 The first condition clearly states that a nation cannot simply go to war because there is the 
need to extend influence and conquer territories. There has to be, first and foremost, an aggressor 
who constitutes grave harm to the nations that seek to defend themselves through the use of war. 
Also, wars are not to be engaged in simply as a way of acquiring wealth from weaker nations or 
“flexing” military muscle. There has to be a right intention for engaging in war. Again, the CCC is 
clear in stating that that war should be the last resort and there has to be a high possibility of success. 
Wars should not be entered into as a form of “gambling.” Every war causes some form of damage, 
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hence, the CCC cautions against creating more damage than would have resulted from the acts of the 
aggressor. For a nation to be justified in going to war, all these conditions are to be  met– it is not 
enough for just one of the conditions to be met. The above conditions constitute the ius ad bellum 
conditions. The ius in bello conditions basically deal with the protection of noncombatants and the 
avoidance of disproportionate collateral damage to civilian life and property.
32
    
 In view of the above, it is evident that the Just War advocates are willing to utilize force, even 
deadly force, in addressing injustice. Though different from the pacifists, they share some 
characteristics with them. Like the pacifists, their goal is to secure and maintain peace”.33  The Just 
War advocates seek to promote the virtuous use of force.  Since the advocates of the just war theory 
do not “preach” a total war, they by definition seek to limit the use of force. The limit placed on the 
use of force distinguishes two kinds of the just war proponents: proportionality alone and 
proportionality and discrimination. Those who claim that “proportionality” alone places limit to the 
virtuous use of force in addressing injustice state that “use of violence force is deemed ‘proportional’ 
when the damage caused by one’s use of force is not above and beyond the force needed to restore a 
just and peaceful state of affairs.”34  Some other Just War theorists, however, observe that even 
though proportionality limits the use of force, discrimination plays an important role too. Thus, both 
proportionality and discrimination are necessary in the virtuous limiting of the use of force in 
tackling injustice. Discrimination in this regard is also called “noncombatant immunity.” The just 
war theory stipulates that “In order for the use of force to be just, one must discriminate between 
combatants and non-combatants, and never intentionally kill the latter.”35 However, some scholars 
question the legitimacy of the concern for noncombatants in war situations. They also question the 
definition of a noncombatant in drone warfare, where it is increasingly difficult to distinguish 
between the combatants and noncombatants. In a football game, for instance, no one would claim 
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ignorance as to the difference between the players and the spectators. In most cases, if not all, the 
players are distinctly differentiated by their jerseys. Even more so, the spectators are usually marked 
out visibly in different locations. War situations are not like football matches. Noncombatants are not 
clearly marked out in every situation. Moreover, civilians have been used as human shields and at 
other times, there are possibilities of civilians being used to carry out massive destructive activities in 
the enemy’s zone. In reaction to the above objection, Paul Ramsey would argue that “We do not 
need to know who or where the non-combatants are in order to know that indiscriminate bombing 
exceeds the moral limits of warfare that can ever be justified. We have only to know that there are 
non-combatants –even “only small children and the helpless sick and aged”- in order to know the 
basic difference between limited and total war.
36
          
 Many opponents of the just war theory   have argued that it can hardly stop any war. Yet, as 
Yoder notes, the tradition offers ethical guidance by which communities of conscience have been 
helped to make judgements about their participation in or objection to particular military endeavors. 
Among others, the just war theory   has in various ways contributed to, at least partial, if not full 
restraints on the destructiveness of war. Some noncombatants have been protected, some types of 
weapons or classes of weapons have been declared illegal and the use of disproportionate force by 
some military commanders have been diminished or all together impeded. 
37
  Even though the just 
war theory   cannot prevent war, there is no doubt that it has considerably shaped views about war 
and violence in particular. Arthur F. Holmes beautifully captures the positive contributions of the just 
war theory   when he stated: 
The ingredients of the just war theory   provide no easy solution to many of the agonizing and 
complex problems of war…But they represent a start, an honest attempt to handle the dilemma by 
saying that while war may be at times thrust upon us, and in defense of peace and of innocent life, 
the use of force may sometimes become necessary, yet war and its violence must be controlled. It 
must be kept under constant judgement of moral principle and biblically based ethics. The proper 
function of the just war theory   is not to justify war in general, not to justify any war in 
particular. Its function is rather to bring love and justice, those great moral principles of scripture, 
to bear on the wars of men, and thereby to limit the occasions of war and the violence of its 
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consequences by means of moral persuasions, and by national and international law, all the while 
working and praying for lasting peace.
38
  
 
While it is the desire of so many to have a lasting peace in our world, the reality however 
indicates quite clearly that daily, the danger of war looms over the face of the earth and “plans based 
on aggression, domination and the manipulation of others lurk in human hearts, and sometimes even 
secretly nourish human intentions, in spite of certain declarations or manifestations of a pacifist 
nature.”39 This makes the vision of a totally and permanently peaceful human society, unfortunately, 
a social utopia. Furthermore, the development in military technology with the concomitant arms race 
among super powers today has further complicated the quest for peace.     
 Today, the world has woken up to the reality of an increasing technology of weaponry 
leading to a more sophisticated warfare. This comes with its own challenges. It is evident that 
throughout history, new military technologies-the crossbow, gunpowder, the machine gun, 
atomic/nuclear weapons, other weapons of mass destruction, and of course now, Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicles (UAV) , have occasioned debate over the changing nature of war. Each innovation in its 
time has promoted a mixture of outrage, awe and soul searching on the part of users and victims 
alike.
40
 The emergence of drones in the battle field has created new concerns about warfare. Peter 
Singer notes that “for a new generation, ‘going to war’ doesn’t mean shipping off to some God-
forsaken place to fight in muddy foxhole but a daily commute in your Toyota Camry to sit behind a 
computer screen and drag mouse.”41 In the next chapter, we shall examine the use of drones in 
warfare and the ethical concerns it raises.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE NUTS AND BOLTS AND OF DRONES 
A series of historical conditions and years of research and development efforts have given 
rise to the avalanche of drones of varying shapes and sizes that fill up the sky today.  Although 
contemporary versions of drones have only come to the public attention in the last couple of decades, 
UAVs have been part of the military inventory since the 1800s. From the Stone Age to the Drone 
Era, man has always sought a way to detach himself from the harm caused in war. The invention of 
the long-range crossbow, in place of swords, created a safer distance for the warriors who used them. 
The invention of drones, which removes the pilot from the cockpit, is the culmination of this effort. 
In the following chapter, we will examine the background leading up to the contemporary form of 
drones. We shall also examine drone operations and how decisions are made in the determination of 
targets and the various chains and levels of commands that lead up to the identification and ‘taking 
out’ of targets by the drone pilot.  
From Balloon to Drone: the History of Unmanned Aerial Vehicle  
The Montgolfier brothers, who are reputed to have designed and developed the hot-air 
balloon, were inspired by  the possibility of using such craft in war zones. This possibility would 
become a reality in 1849, when the Austrian brothers would attempt to launch balloons carrying 30 
lb bombs over the Venetian defenses in the Austrian siege of Venice.
42
   They launched some 200 
pilotless balloons mounted with bombs against the city of Venice.
43
  The bombs were released by a 
kind of timer or by an electric switch connected via a long trailing copper wire. The first attempt was 
a failure since the wind would most often drive the balloons off their targets. Yet, the unmanned-
balloon system remained an experimental tool for military defenses who sought ways to remove man 
from harm’s way in combat zones.         
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 During the U.S. Civil War in 1862, balloons were also flown in the warzone. Both the 
Confederate and the Union armies used this aerial system for surveillance purposes: to spy on each 
other; to track troop movements; and to provide better intelligence on how to direct artillery fire.
44
  
In the 1898 Spanish-American War, the U.S. Military equipped a kite with a camera, producing the 
first aerial reconnaissance photos.
45
 In the same year, there was a transition from the electric-switch 
balloon system to radio-controlled aerial vehicles. The strides in radio technology created the 
possibility of improved remote control drones. Nikola Tesla patented the first ever radio-controlled 
system in 1898.
46
 However, it was not until 1917 that Archibald Low, a British engineer and inventor 
known as the father of unmanned guidance systems, would conduct a demonstration of a radio-
controlled (wirelessly) unmanned flight for the British military under the code name Aerial Target.
47
  
 In the U.S., a somewhat similar yet very unique, technology was being developed. In 1917, 
Elmer Sperry, together with radio engineer Peter Hewitt, began to develop the radio-controlled 
“Hewitt-Sperry Automatic Airplane” or “flying bomb.” It was able to fly 50 miles carrying a 300-
pound bomb after being launched by catapult. It was stabilized with the addition of Sperry’s 
gyroscopic technology. This underwent a number of trial flights between 1917 and 1918. The major 
difference between the U.S. and the British drone technology at this point was the method of control. 
Unlike the remotely guided system, the U.S. system was designed to follow a programmed course 
using an autopilot system consisting of the new Sperry-developed gyroscope, a barometer and a 
timer, to manage height, direction, altitude and distance.
48
  Thomas Muller would maintain that this 
“Kettering bug” was the first airplane that had the capability of stabilizing and navigating itself 
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without a pilot on board.
49
            
 During World War I, aerial surveillance was used extensively. Aerial Torpedoes, which were 
a kind of unmanned aircrafts, were used to carry weapons to various locations.
50
  Analysts used 
stereoscopes to hunt for visual clues about enemy movements. Various forms of embryonic 
unmanned aerial vehicles would continue to be employed in armed conflicts right up to World War 
II, when both the Allied and Axis powers utilized them in attacking each other. Curtis Peebles makes 
reference to how the British Operation Outward sent thousands of Unmanned Balloons which carried 
about six pounds of incendiary devices with trailing wires that would lead to the destruction of a 
German power plant in 1942.
51
  In World War II, airplanes were also controlled by radio signals 
once the pilot bailed out of the plane.         
 While research on the development of unmanned aircrafts for combat purposes continued, the 
next major development in drone technology would be in 1941 with the introduction of a television 
system. Drones were equipped with TV transmitters that enabled the controller to see the view from 
the aircraft. Taking advantage of this epochal invention, Rear Admiral Delmar S. Fahrney of the U.S. 
Navy would begin to strategize on how to integrate the television system into drones. In 1942, there 
was a demonstration of how a TG-2 biplane torpedo bomber, which had been converted to a drone 
and controlled by an operator looking at a six-inch television screen on an accompanying aircraft, 
carried out a torpedo attack on a U.S. destroyer.
52
  In spite of the advancement in aerial vehicles with 
the arrival of the TV equipped drones, there remained the challenge of dealing with night flying and 
bad weather. This challenge was conquered by the addition of a radar guidance system. This would 
lead to the birth of the TDN-1 and TDR-1. Both drones, developed by the U.S. Naval Aircraft 
Factory were constructed of plywood monoplanes and were capable of carrying around 2,000 pounds 
                                                             
49  Ibid page 15 
50 Brenda Foster: Drones, truth about Unmanned Aerial Vehicles. (Kindle Fire Edition)  
51  Rogers, Ann, and John Hill  op. cit. 13 
52  Ibid page 16 
 19 
 
of bombs.
53
              
 The intense competition between the U.S. and Russia in the 1950s, for control of space and 
the launch of a satellite into space which was necessary for guiding rockets and missiles, contributed 
to the advancement of and shift in drone technology. With the dawn of satellite technology, the years 
leading up to the 1960s would see a tremendous leap in the design and development of Unmanned 
Aerial Vehicles. The SDs, 1-5 would be designed with the addition of radio-plane fitted camera. The 
radar beacon on board helped to track the drone. It also facilitated the possibility of the drone 
receiving radio commands from a controller on the ground well beyond visual range. Yet, even 
though there was this great possibility of receiving commands beyond visual range, altitude was also 
a major issue. In order to avoid being shot down by enemy forces, there was the need for even higher 
altitude.             
 The appearance of the Lightning Bug in 1962 became a major game-changer in the drone 
technology mix. It was both small and “stealth enhanced,” and it had the added advantage of being 
able to avoid radar-lock from opposing fighters. The subsequent versions could fly to about 50,000 
feet at over 600 mph.
54
 During the Vietnam war, the Lightning Bug would come under the program 
name, Buffalo Hunter. The U.S. used drones for tactical missions such as what the military calls ISR: 
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance. During this period, the Air Force developed two attack 
drones, the BGM-34A and the BGM-34B Firebee, which were never used due to issues with 
precision.
55
 Drones flew tactical missions into North Vietnam from 1965 right through 1975.
56
  It 
should be noted that, at this point, drones did not have the capacity to transmit real-time digital 
images. Hence, the operators could not see what was happening on the front lines and did not have 
real time-intelligence. The drones followed programmed courses, and images taken during 
operations were only recorded and retrieved when they returned to the ground station and the films 
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were processed. The years following the Vietnam War were characterized by great advancement in 
drone technology. Various countries sought ways to spy on their enemies and carry out more precise 
attacks while minimizing risks on their troops and pilots.       
 In Israel, the urgent need to monitor the Gaza Strip and carry out various forms of targeted 
killings made Israel a prodigious manufacturer of drones. In the 1980s, the Israeli Air Force designed 
and sold several of its models to the Pentagon, including a model called the Pioneer. The Pioneer, 
which could be launched from naval vessels or from military bases, had a flight range of about 115 
miles. America put it to use during the First Gulf War.
57
  The arrival of the Israeli satellite-based 
Global Positioning System (GPS) and digital flight control system brought a new dimension to the 
development of UAVs. From 1979 onward, the Israeli Aircraft Industries (IAI) engineers had begun 
to look at ways of taking care of the challenges of digital imaging and real time intelligence. This 
initiative led to the design of IAI Scout which was able to broadcast pictures from a stabilized 
camera.
58
  The Scout proved very effective for the Israel forces in Lebanon in 1982. Eventually, it 
crossed over to the U.S. where it was developed into the Pioneer UAV for the U.S. Navy who used it 
in operation Desert Storm in 1991.
59
 Abe Karem, former Israeli Air Force personnel, ushered in a 
major leap in the development of drones in the United States. Karem who had been involved in 
developing decoy drones in the Yom Kippur War, led the way in the design of the GNAT 750. The 
GNAT 750 had the advantage of near real-time video and 40 plus hours endurance. It also had the 
advantage of a large payload capacity, ease of use and low maintenance, while providing a very low 
cost per flight hour. One major setback though was that the GNAT 750 would have to be 
accompanied by a manned aircraft which relayed the signal to a ground station.
60
  The GNAT 
version of UAV became the derivative version for the Global Hawk and the Predator.   
 The most common armed drones in use today are the Predator, Reaper, Global Hawk, and 
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Fire Scout. The Predator was first flown sometime in 1994. It would eventually become the first 
weaponized drone. Designed to conduct surveillance, it is equipped with powerful cameras and 
sensors and can be armed with laser-guided hellfire missiles. The famous MQ-1 Predator is reputed 
to stay aloft in the sky for several hours at a time and can reach an altitude of 25,000 feet. The 
Predator added a cloud-penetrating Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) to the electro-optical turret of 
the GNAT; with this, it was possible for the Predator to utilize the GPS along with commercial 
satellite links. This pushed control and data delivery beyond line of sight, independent of any other 
aircraft unlike the GNAT 750.
61
 Various components were added to the Predator over time to 
facilitate other uses ranging from surveillance to military combat. The MQ-9 Reaper is able to reach 
an altitude of 50,000 feet and has the capacity to carry four hellfire missiles. In comparison to the 
Predator, the MQ-9 Reaper is considered to be bigger, faster and more reliable. The Reaper also has 
the capacity to fly on its own using autopilot and pre-set GPS location. The MQ-5 Hunter was 
originally developed in the 1990s. It is powered by two engines and can reach 20,000 feet. The 
upgraded version has the capacity to carry Viper Strike munitions. The MQ-8 Fire Scout is mostly 
used by the Navy. Hence it is designed to be able to take off from and land on ships in the sea. It has 
the capacity to reach 20,000 feet and has a range of about 110 miles.
62
  The RQ-4 Global Hawk, 
which first flew in 1998, was a large jet-powered HALE UAV with a 40-meter wingspan, 
intercontinental range and endurance. It is considerably a high altitude aircraft which is able to reach 
an altitude of 65,000 feet and can scan large areas with its sophisticated sensor suit.
63
    
 The September 11th, 2001 coordinated terrorist attack by the Islamic terrorist group al-Qaeda 
on the United States ushered in a new era in drone warfare.  It introduced the dynamic of a non-state 
enemy to armed conflict and introduced the global war against terrorism. With the global war on 
terrorism, the Predator was weaponized with hellfire missiles and armed with precision target 
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equipment which was necessary to respond to “high value targets”. The first live firing of Hellfire 
missiles from the Predator was carried out in February 2001.
64
  The Gray Eagle, which is a derivative 
of the Predator, has also been added to the drone catalogue. Other types of drones that have found 
their way into the drone combat zones include the Canadian operated Sperwer which is a mid-size 
tactical UAV and the French Harfang MALE UAV, which is derived from the Israeli Heron and the 
Raven RG-11.             
 The war on terrorism has given rise to the proliferation of drones today. The U.S. Department 
of Defense is reported to have increased the number of UAVs in service from 167 in 2002 to 7,500 in 
2012.
65
  In today's golden era of UAV Technology, there is evidence that many other countries apart 
from the U.S, have become key players in the development and marketing of drones. Very prominent 
among these countries are the United Kingdom, Israel, China, and Russia.
66
 While surveillance 
remains the main focus of some of these countries, the US plays a leading role in the use of drones 
for armed conflicts and targeted killings. The most common armed drones are the MQ-1 Predator 
and MQ-9 Reaper which have been considered effective in the fight against non-state enemies.   
Today, drones are launched from bases in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and other locations, posts 
and bases near where they are used.
67
  They are piloted remotely by operators working at places such 
as Holliman Air Force Base in New Mexico and Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada. The drones 
employed by the CIA are controlled by operators near Langley, Virginia. Most of the drone 
operations today are conducted by the United States in collaboration with other countries. Apart from 
the drone stations in the bases in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Nevada, there is also a Satellite Relay 
Station in Ramstein, Germany. The Intercept, an online publication launched in February 2014 by 
First Look Media, notes that the relay station facilitates the network of communications among the 
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bases and the ground stations in the countries where the U.S. use drones against targets. The Relay 
station enables the communication between drone operators and their remote aircrafts. At the 
Ramstien Relay station, the pilots at various ground control stations send commands to the drones 
they operate through transatlantic fiber optic cables to Ramstien. The Ramstein uplink bounces the 
signal to a satellite that connects to drones over target countries. The relay station makes a real-time 
communication possible between the drones and minimizes the lag time between the commands of 
the pilots and their reception by the aircraft.
68
 
Drone Stations and Operations 
In this section, we will examine the nature of drone operations and the structure of a typical 
drone station. This examination will present us with a better understanding of how drone pilots 
operate and to what extent they are responsible for the happenings in the unmanned vehicle. We will 
also look at other key players in drone operations.       
 Drone operation is a complex network of activities. Drones are dependent on wireless 
transmissions and relay commands and navigational information, usually through a satellite. Drones 
are controlled by a data link from a ground-control station, from take off until they leave the line of 
sight. As soon as they leave the line of sight, the ground-control station switches to a satellite link to 
control the aircraft. The drone also uses GPS to relay its position, and, in the event that the 
communication link is lost, some are programmed to fly autonomously in circles, or return to base, 
until the link can be reconnected.
69
         
 A drone station, usually the size of a shipping container, is equipped with a plethora of 
diverse sophisticated equipment including overhead TV screens, keyboards, mouse, joystick, 
headsets, phone systems etc. All these are linked in an interactive network system comprised of the 
avionics flight display, the navigation systems, system health monitoring and prognostics display, 
                                                             
68  Ryan Devereaux, Laura Poitras et al. The Intercept: (Joint Investigation with the German news magazine Der Spiegel.) 
https://theintercept.com/2015/04/17/ramstein/ (accessed, August, 2015) 
69  Alberto Cuadra and Craig Whitlock: op. cit.  
 24 
 
graphical images and position mapping, secure communications systems and the inward data 
processing. Through the computer screens, the operators monitor constant streams of images sent to 
them from the battle fields and communicate with other bases using headsets. Communication 
between the commanders on the ground and the stations are also carried out through instant 
messaging.             
 For every drone combat mission, including signature strikes and targeted killings there are 
over a hundred personnel supporting the mission in various capacities. This includes the drone pilot, 
sensor operator, mission intelligence personnel; aircraft and communications maintainers; launch and 
recovery element personnel; and intelligence personnel conducting production, exploitation, and 
dissemination operations.
70
 The drone pilot, with the help of a joystick, flies the plane. He guides the 
drone as it soars to and within the target zone of operation. The pilot also has control of the trigger 
located on the joystick. The squeezing of the trigger dispatches the ammunition to a designated 
target. A different pilot at the base in which operations take place, the “Local Pilot”, is responsible 
for the takeoff of the drone and its landing.
71
        
 The Sensor Operator serves as the second set of eyes for the pilot; he controls the cameras, 
the infrared camera, and other high-tech sensors on board the drone that bring the battlefield into full 
view. The sensor operator fires the laser and guides the ammunitions fired by the pilot in the 
direction of the target with the help of the laser. The intelligence coordinator /officer takes care of 
data analysis and monitoring. The intelligence unit monitors high altitude photographs and screens of 
streaming live videos from drones within their unit. They are also involved in constant instant-
messaging with commanders on the ground, providing real-time intelligence on the enemy troops or 
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an enemy target.
72
  They provide the ground troops with information that can prevent them from 
walking into bad situations. The decision to fire the missile comes from the Intelligence Officer who 
could be anywhere. The intelligence officer can also be the battle commander on the ground or the 
pilot.
73
             
 Drones, no doubt, have become the future of warfare. They are believed to be more precise 
and faster than manned aircrafts. Most importantly, they reduce the human cost of war from on the 
side of the users. However, while acknowledging the strides attained in the use of drone technology, 
use of drones in armed conflict has also created several sources of concern with far-reaching ethical 
implications. In the next chapter, we will present the ethical implications of the use of drones in 
armed conflicts.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE MORAL LANDSCAPE OF DRONE WARFARE 
AND ITS IMPLICATION ON THE JUST WAR THEORY   
 
The introduction of new forms of weapons into the battle field always brings with it varying 
degrees of moral concerns, especially if these weapons are perceived to have the potential to alter the 
very nature of armed conflict. Many scholars today view drones as transformative weapons which 
have not only changed the way wars are fought but are also gradually changing the human aspect of 
war.  The just war theory   maintains that war is a human activity subject to human legislations and 
moral norms.
74
  The controversy over the use of unmanned aircrafts for combat purposes arises from 
the very nature of drones as “unmanned”. In drone warfare, the unmanned aircraft is not usually 
battling another unmanned aircraft but rather it is a battle of one unmanned machine against a man.   
There is then an inherent lopsidedness to the confrontation where one side is safe from at least the 
physical violence of war while the other is not.        
 While there are those who vehemently oppose the use of drones in armed conflicts for a 
variety of reasons, there are others who see the emergence of drones in combat zones as the best 
thing that has ever happened to modern warfare. In this chapter, we shall explore the varying views 
with regard to the use of drones in combat zones. We shall also examine the implications of the use 
of drones on the just war theory.  
The Attractiveness of Drones 
Those who advocate the use of drones in warfare are quick to point out that in comparison to 
other conventional means of warfare, drones are more effective and less expensive. Bradley Strawser 
argues that due to the advantages in the use of drones, it is not only moral to use them in combat but 
a moral obligation for the U.S. to use drones. Strawser, claims that: "it's all upside. There's no 
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downside. Both ethically and normatively, there's a tremendous value."
75
 He concludes that the onus 
lies on those who oppose the use of drones to demonstrate why they should not be used at all. 
Strawser is convinced that drones are the future of warfare and that the positive reasons for their use 
are simply overwhelming.
76
            
 Drones offer several military advantages. The major edge that drones have over other 
traditional warfare options is their ability to fly without a pilot in the cockpit. Medaea Benjamin 
captures this quite succinctly when she writes that with the drone operators safely tucked in air-
conditioned rooms far away, the risk of Pilots being captured, killed or maimed in a crash is 
completely eliminated. This also eliminates the possibility of a pilot causing a diplomatic crisis if 
shot down in a “friendly country” while bombing or spying without official permission. Due to the 
distance between the operator and the drone itself, “if a drone crashes or is shot down, the pilot can 
simply get up and take a coffee break.”77 He would not be physically present at the scene of the 
crash.              
 Without the need to provide space for aircrew and without a human crew to become tired, 
unmanned aircrafts can have extremely long endurance. The MQ-9 Reaper is known to linger in the 
air for many hours and some hybrid vehicles are reputed to hover in the air for weeks.
78
 Drone 
proponents argue that with drone’s capacity to linger for hours over enemy territory, the operators 
are better able to assess potential collateral damage before making decisions. Since targets can be 
trailed for long period of time, drone advocates argue that drones are able to carry out attacks with 
pinpoint accuracy on targets, thereby minimizing collateral damage. The marathon-hovering 
capability also helps in gathering requisite information about operations. CIA Director Leon Panetta, 
while commenting on the U.S. airstrikes in Pakistan in 2009, bragged that “U.A.V.’s are very precise 
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and very limited in terms of collateral damage.”79 This advantage has led some drone supporters to 
argue that the use of drone is not only an effective military strategy, but a moral obligation. Use of 
discriminating weaponry such as drones saves lives directly – civilian causalities – and indirectly – 
U.S and allied military personnel who are spared attacks from terrorists targeted and killed by drone 
raids.
80
 The Wall Street Journal, in allaying the fears about civilian casualties, points out that “never 
before in the history of warfare have we been able to distinguish as well between combatants and 
civilians as we can with drones.”81 In addition to their impressive endurance, drones can fly to very 
remote areas where regular troops would be afraid or reluctant to go.     
 The maneuvering capability of drones is also a major advantage. High speed aerobatics that 
can cause loss of consciousness for pilots can be accomplished by drones with ease. This capability 
is very important in a combat zone where the drone is targeted by enemy forces. Hence, they offer 
precise airpower in almost any environment. They are able to avoid obstacles and withstand difficult 
weather conditions. The ability of the drones to fly unnoticed both low and slow over enemy territory 
has also contributed greatly to their precision. In addition, drones are equipped with sensors that 
allow them to trail the enemy, or any suspicious-looking objects or persons or snipers on roof tops, 
without detection. Some are equipped with laser-guided missiles.      
 From a financial perspective, drones are significantly cheaper than manned aircrafts. In 2001, 
a Predator drone cost $5 Million, and the Reaper went for $28.4 million. By contrast, the F-22 fighter 
jet cost about $150 Million.
82
 Therefore, in addition to reducing the human cost of war, drones are 
also more economical. Notwithstanding all the above advantages, the use of drones has raised many 
ethical concerns.  
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The Drawbacks of Drone Warfare 
In spite of the highly-lauded precision capabilities of drones, Martin Cook argues that drones 
may be “tactically smart but strategically dumb.”83 Even with the super cameras for instance, the 
video images are still subject to human interpretations. A truck carrying packs of pomegranates can 
look just like a truck carrying boxes of grenades in the same way that a tall bearded man in a long 
caftan can look exactly like another tall bearded man in a robe.  The argument about the precision 
and efficiency of drones is often times built on the assumption that technical efficiency is 
synonymous with moral goodness. But this is not always the case. An orthopedic doctor can 
efficiently and precisely amputate the wrong leg. There have been some cases in which a drone 
equipped with a precision guided munition completely decimates innocent people, while sparing the 
lives of the targets. Hence, the claim by the Wall Street Journal that “never before in the history of 
warfare have we been able to distinguish as well between combatants and civilians as we can with 
drones”84 has remained a very hotly contested one. 
Medaea Benjamin points out, that “gravesites throughout Asia and the Middle East are filled 
with testaments to drone attacks gone bad.
85
 Drone pilot Matt Martin, in his book, The Predator, 
confirms that at times, many things could go wrong in drone targeting and execution that could lead 
to civilian deaths. He describes an experience which left him horrified and speechless in which he 
had “carefully” planned to blow up a group of supposed rebels whom he had seen standing around a 
truck. Just after he had “pulled the trigger” two kids on a bicycle appeared on the screen. These 
innocent boys, who were talking and laughing while enjoying what would turn out to be their last 
ride together as siblings, were blown up too. As soon as Martin saw them on the screen, he panicked 
and tried to stop the missile but it was too late. The sensor operator had already released it. He 
captures this distressing situation:  
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Mesmerized by approaching calamity, we could only stare in abject horror as the silent missile 
bore down upon them out of the sky…when the screens cleared, I saw the bicycle blown twenty 
feet away. One of the tires was still spinning. The bodies of the two little boys lay bent and 
broken among the bodies of the insurgents.
86
    
 
From the above experience of Martin, it is evident that drone civilians casualties remain a great cause 
for concern. Once the missile has been released, it cannot be retrieved.    
 Drones are not named Predators, Avengers, Hunters and Reapers because these are merely 
fanciful names. These names signify what they are designed to do. They rip through barriers, hunting 
and killing their victims which are sometimes innocent citizens carrying out their normal daily 
routine of life but are either accidentally or incidentally caught in their crosshairs. Families go to bed 
at night and never wake up the next morning. There is also the fear that drone warfare creates a 
certain form of craving for violence among its operators, or those who sell and buy them. 
Oftentimes, the desire for a sense of “accomplishment” can drive the drone pilot into craving action. 
A drone pilot once noted after several hours of following a target without sufficient reason to 
discharge the deadly weapon: “I kept hoping somebody would pull out a rocket launcher. At least it 
would mean I was making good use of the Predator’s time and resources. Besides, blowing up things 
was much more interesting than watching men sit around in the dark smoking cigarettes, dancing and 
holding hands.”87 This craving for action can lead to hasty judgment and premature lunching of 
ammunitions that can cause civilian casualties.          
 The use of drones also leads to what has been termed “moral hazard.” This is described by 
John Kaag as a situation in which individuals are willing to take part in increasingly risky behaviors 
if they are shielded from the negative consequences of such acts.
88
 Unlike in traditional warfare, 
where a nation state would have to face backlash and criticism at home if their soldiers were killed or 
captured, the use of drones compartmentalizes warfare and removes it from public consciousness by 
taking away the externalities that would have made the public aware of it in the first place. Drones 
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have, therefore, allowed political leaders to obviate this risk of domestic backlash or public 
scrutiny.
89
 Since drones considerably minimize the human cost of war (to the country using it), the 
backlash that often characterizes defeats in war are avoided and as such, drone operators may at 
times find their cockpits in remote locations a safe haven for their actions.  
The Just War Theory   and the Morality of Drone Warfare 
For a nation to go into a morally justifiable war, the set of conditions outlined by the just war 
theory   must be observed. In conventional war this set of conditions provides legitimate ethical 
guidelines for both nations entering into war and nations already engaged in war. The introduction of 
drones into the mix has concomitantly introduced challenges to understanding and adhering to the 
principles of just war. We will consider how the use of drones has affected the parameters of the Jus 
ad bellum and Jus in bello just war principles.  
Drones and Jus ad Bellum 
 The first condition for entering into war justly requires that the decision must be a product of 
rigorous consideration. In conventional wars considerations such as the security of the lives of the 
soldiers being deployed, their healthcare during the war, provisions for the wounded, funeral 
arrangements for those who may be killed and compensation for their families make the decision to 
go to war very challenging. Certainly it necessitates thoughtful and thorough consideration before 
entering into war. As Msgr. Stuart Swetland observes, “When a nation asks a soldier to risk life and 
limb, any decent commander will think long and hard before sending in the troops, knowing what is 
being risked. But if all that is at stake is some hardware that can be programmed to self-destruct, 
what is there to give a leader pause?”90 Due to the easy way in which drones have been utilized in 
war, there is an unspoken consensus among nations who have them that rigorous consideration is 
superfluous where drones are concerned. An Iraq combat veteran points out that: "There's something 
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important about putting your own sons and daughters at risk when you choose to wage war as a 
nation. We risk that flesh and blood investment if we go too far down this road."
91
 The fear among 
many is that the ready availability of drones increases both the desire for war and the propensity to 
overrule any condition that would make the realization of such determination impossible.  
 In the United States, for instance, some members of the Senate have decried the unilateral 
declaration of drone warfare by President Obama without the input of Congress.
92
 The argument of 
the U.S. government as to why drones strikes do not require congressional approval is simply for the 
fact that drones do not endanger the lives of American soldiers. Here then lies the alluring effect of 
drones. This is a clear example of how tempting drone warfare is and how nations disregarding 
rigorous considerations justify such declarations. Some scholars argue that drone war could make 
war a fun-thing. The lesser the risk in going to war, the easier it becomes to enter into it. In 
Democracies, especially, with elections looming, “Political leaders, having less cause to contemplate 
the prospect of deaths, injuries and grieving families, might accordingly feel less anxious about using 
force to solve political problems…and citizens, if not called upon to spill their own blood for a 
cause, might feel less inclined to ‘dissuade leaders from foreign misadventures and ill-planned 
aggression.”93 Drones, by separating very explicitly, killing and risking one’s life, puts on display the 
way modern warfare has drifted from the rigor of just war theory  .      
 Secondly, an important criterion of Just War is possession of a just cause, the paradigmatic 
example being self-defense. Wars are not simply initiated for the sake of wielding military might or 
the show of brute force. The just war theory   makes it clear that the damage inflicted by the 
aggressor on the nation or community of nations must be lasting, grave, and certain.  A nation cannot 
simply go to war because there is the need to extend its influence, conquer territories, or loot the 
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resources of weaker nations. There has to be first and foremost an aggressor who constitutes grave 
harm to the nation that seeks to enter into war. If one uses drones without this just cause, he becomes 
the aggressor.            
 Right intention is very important in the determination of the necessity of war. The attack on 
the World Trade Center in the United States on September 11, 2001 brought about renewed interest 
in the just cause principle. James Turner Johnson and Jean Bethke Elshtain argued for the expansion 
of the doctrine of jus ad bellum to include preventive war, regime change and spreading of 
democracy to restore civic peace.
94
 Others would add fighting terrorism to this list.  Conversely, 
scholars such as Neta Crawford, Alex Bellamy, and Daniel Brunstetter disagree with the above 
position. Rather than expand the ambit of jus ad bellum they argue that there should be a “more 
stringent interpretation of just cause, a less value-laden understanding of right intention, and the 
reinvigoration of last resort.”95 Even though the terrorist action on 9/11 was abhorrent, some scholars 
argue that it did not threaten the sovereignty of the United States.
96
 Consequently terrorism as a just 
cause for war against another county has been called into question by some scholars.  
The availability of drones today has led to a simplistic definition of what constitutes “lasting, 
grave, and certain” damage. Acts of terrorism from an individual or a group of individuals who may 
be pursuing personal objectives could easily be interpreted as a declaration of war by the militant’s 
host country. Since all it takes to engage in war is the simple push of a button, towns and villages are 
bombarded for the sake of this one individual or group of individuals. In the case of the war between 
the U. S. and Afghanistan, for instance, the real question is whether Afghanistan as a nation can be 
termed an aggressor simply because some of its citizens have been designated as terrorists. In other 
words, can the terrorist activities of certain individuals in a country amount to a declaration of war by 
the country itself? Can it be argued that Afghanistan as a country has inflicted, lasting, grave and 
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certain damage to America? And does the fact that the President of Afghanistan refused to surrender 
one of its citizens designated as terrorist implicate the entire nation? If yes, is this a sufficient 
justification for the declaration of war on the entire nation?       
 To use drones to invade another country in order to decimate an aggressor where 
international law enforcement operations or international diplomacy could lead to a settlement of the 
conflict violates the principle of last resort. To be justified in going to war, the just war theory   
requires that all other means of putting an end to a conflict or an external aggression must have been 
shown to be impractical or ineffective. Necessarily, this implies that war should always be the last 
resort. Fr. Kenneth Himes presents the definition of the criterion of last resort as the genuine effort to 
find alternatives to violence and the employment of it only when all other reasonable options were 
foreclosed.
97
  The “threshold of last resort does not mean that everything has to be tried before 
resorting to war. Rather, it is a marker that all reasonable alternatives-such as mediation, diplomacy, 
and sanctions-have been tried and failed.”98 It is only when all available means at preventing the 
aggressor from causing intended harm have been unsuccessfully employed, with other rigorous 
considerations, that war can be declared. Other means of putting an end to it could mean for 
example, the use of both political and economic sanctions from the international community or the 
use of other forms of international pressure and diplomacy.      
 The use of drones could make the genuine search for peaceful resolution of conflicts almost 
impossible; it could also make the consideration of other means of conflict resolution unattractive. 
History is replete with records of how drones make the use of force possible where it would not have 
been feasible or even thinkable previously. Most countries with combatant drones are most likely to 
avoid the long and tedious road to peace when, in their estimation, a drone can simply exterminate 
the other side and impose ‘peace’ even if for just a period of time. Why enter into round-table 
discussion with your enemies when with the click of a mouse they are sent to their graves? However, 
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this only prolongs the battle, since there is no assurance that the man who is forcibly muted today 
will give up anger and resentment tomorrow. Msgr. Swetland argues that “the use of drone lessens 
the natural barrier to authorizing the use of deadly force. No doubt it is much easier to give the ‘go’ 
order to attack when the military personnel of one’s country is not being placed in harm’s way.”99 
The fear then is that this era of drones, if not checked, will make the world a permanent war zone.   
 In addition, just war theory   stresses the point that wars should not be declared in the way 
and manner that one ventures into “bingo games.” Before embarking in any war, there has to be the 
possibility of weighing the prospect of success. There has to be the possibility of bringing about the 
just goal upon which the war is embarked. Although one may not have all the necessary wherewithal 
to assess the possibility of success in wars, since success depends on a number of factors such as the 
capability and arsenal of the opposing side, the expertise of those operating the weapons and, of 
course, other unforeseen circumstances, the just war theory   nevertheless stresses that the prospect 
of success has to be a determining factor.          
 If success means the restoration of peace or the elimination of all the terrorists, one may 
argue that, in most places where drones have been used, none of these has been achieved. Taking 
Pakistan, Iraq, or Afghanistan as points of reference, there is evidence that, to date, drones are still 
hovering the skies of some of these countries since the wars were declared by the U.S.
100
 With the 
capability of drones remaining in the air for days and weeks and the added advantage of the 
operators being far removed from the combat zone, drones can be planted for years within the so-
called enemy territory, thus prolonging the war. Hence, a grave concern about the frequent use of 
precision guided munitions and drones today is that it could create a world of perpetual asymmetric 
wars. The relatively low cost and almost zero risk to the lives of the operators as compared to the 
enemy can “create a slippery slope” that leads to continued war in places and under circumstances 
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that would have been deemed not worth the effort if manned aircraft or boots on the ground had to be 
put at risk.
101
  There is a way in which presence of risk to the military significantly serve to restrain 
use of force.  Fearing that the availability of drones in the U. S would lead to a craving to get 
involved in almost any kind of conflict even outside the jurisdiction of the United States, a supporter 
of drone attacks warns, "The U.S. government needs to remember that many of the world's jihadist 
organizations are focused first and foremost on local regimes and that although the United States has 
an interest in helping its allies fight extremists, Washington cannot and should not directly involve 
itself in every fight."
102
 This warning is very important, especially since under the guise of global 
fight against terrorism some world powers with varying selfish political and economic interest, are 
tempted to intervene in almost all kinds of conflicts in other parts of the world, ranging from “village 
disputes” to religious disturbances.           
 If the mission of the war in Afghanistan is to stamp out terrorism, there seems to be no 
assurance that the use of drones alone will achieve this. Often times, it creates new enemies who will 
keep the terrorists’ flag flying. The more innocent people killed, the greater the tendency towards the 
escalation of terrorism and the aggravation of the anger of full-blown terrorists. As the Yemeni 
lawyer Haykal Banafa puts it in a message directed to the President of the United States: “Dear 
Obama, When a U.S. drone missile kills a child in Yemen, the father will go to war with you, 
guaranteed. Nothing to do with Al-Qaeda.”103 Hence, drone strikes, especially of this nature, create 
more enemies. Ted Peters notes that “In Yemen in particular, as soon as a drone strike destroys a 
home, Al-Qaeda representatives show up with money and a crew for rebuilding. Victims of drone 
strikes find shelter and consolation from America’s enemies.”104 Thus, strikes, especially those that 
kill innocent people motivate others to undertake retaliatory terrorism against the countries that are 
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involved in the strike. A former drone operator observes that the killing of civilians by drone is 
exacerbating the problem of terrorism. He remarks, “We kill four and create ten militants.”105 The 
simple argument according to Bryant is that “If you kill someone’s father, uncle or brother who had 
nothing to do with anything, their families are going to want revenge.”106 When hellfire missiles are 
dropped on rooftops in villages, it is not the “drone personnel” who rush to the scene to take the 
victims to the hospitals or to bury the dead. In most cases, the first responders are the family 
members but also neighbors and in some cases members of the terrorist groups being targeted. To 
have members of Al-Qaeda for instance playing “good Samaritans” in a strike scene will only breed 
more hatred and more enemies against the counties that carry out drone attacks. Use of drones in 
these instances becomes recruiting tools for terrorist.  
Drones and Jus in Bello 
Even when there is a justification for going to war, the just war theory   further insists that 
there are ways in which wars can be justly fought. Just wars are to be fought justly. The jus in bello 
principles draw our attention to noncombatant immunity and the need to eschew disproportionate 
harm. With the sophistication of drones, it is expected that drones should be able to better satisfy the 
requirements of discrimination and proportionality. Not all scholars, however, agree with this 
assumption.  
Discrimination 
One of the requirements of just war is that noncombatant casualties should be avoided to the 
greatest extent possible. This principle of the just war theory   prohibits direct attacks on civilians. 
Article 48 of the Protocol Additional to the Geneva Convention (AP I, 1977) alludes to this principle 
and categorically states that “in order to ensure respect for and protection of the civilian objects, the 
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parties to the conflict shall at all times distinguish between the civilian population and combatants 
and between civilian objects and military objectives and accordingly shall direct their operations 
only against military objectives.”107 But as Paul Ramsey points out, this principle does not “suppose 
that noncombatants should be morally immune from being killed, but from being directly killed.”108 
At all times, civilians must be identified and should not be directly targeted.  
  Many advocates of drones point to the precision capability of the drones, marathon 
endurance and maneuvering abilities as major assets in this regard. In conventional war, troops 
would usually shoot their way to their targets which, in many cases, results in the death of civilians. 
Drones on the other hand are able to avoid this since they can fly to any environment and can linger 
for many hours waiting for the intended target. Drone’s maneuverability, which is superior to what 
piloted aircraft can do, is an advantage in its propensity to avoid civilian casualties. With a drone’s 
maneuvering capability and supersonic cameras, drone advocates insist that it is easy for drone 
operators to distinguish between combatants and noncombatants.       
 Since the drone operators are safely removed from the battlefield, drone advocates argue that 
this helps better discrimination. The drone operators are not at any kind of risk, like foot soldiers or 
fighter jet pilots who may be aware that they are being targeted by enemy forces. Hence, drone 
operators are able to make better decisions. Drone advocates maintain that since there is no pilot to 
fear for his life, drones are able to undertake more extreme measures to avoid civilian casualties. In 
contrast to a pilot flying a fighter jet who, in response to the human instinct for self-preservation, can 
fire missiles and harm huge civilian populations, the absence of a pilot in the drone completely 
removes the instinctual human response towards self-preservation which can arise in response to fear 
or imminent threat.   
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The above claims have been challenged by those who oppose the use of drones for warfare. 
Some scholars argue that even though the drone pilot is safely removed from the combat zone, his 
separation from the combat zone may have “physiological effects that could magnify the challenges 
of adhering to the principle of discrimination. The fact that the information the operator receives is 
assessed in a safe environment may alter a pilot’s ability to assess threats.”109 He may be overly 
concerned about the safety of the soldier on the ground and fire at any truck he sees irrespective of 
the content of the truck. As Air Force Major Matthew Morrison noted, “When you’re on the radio 
with a guy on the ground, and he is out of breath and you can hear the weapons fire in the 
background, you are every bit as engaged as if you were actually there.”110 This would mean that 
drone operators are still very much psychologically and emotionally involved in their operations. 
Even though they are far away, they are not completely detached from the battlefield.   
 In addition, it has also been argued that mere sophistication of drones does not necessarily 
guarantee better discrimination between combatants and noncombatants. The drone will only 
discriminate to the extent that the human operator wants it to, and still depends on his sense of 
judgement. There have been situations where drone operators, while being safely removed from the 
combat zones, and in spite of the long hours of trailing what they perceive to be their target, ended 
up blowing up civilians. In Afghanistan, for instance, a drone operator had followed a so-called 
target for over three hours and when he fired at the convoy that he had suspected to be Taliban 
convoy, he realized he had fired at a convoy of civilians. This took place even after analyzing the 
pattern of life live movement before firing. It was only after firing at the convoy of trucks that the 
pilot noticed some terrified women survivors waving cloths to surrender as they carried babies from 
the wreckage.
111
 Again, in February 2002, a drone pilot reportedly killed three Afghan men, 
including a tall Afghan whom he thought was Osama Bin Laden, but who turned out to be an 
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innocent villager gathering scrap metal.
112
 On April 6, 2011, Marine officers mistook U.S. Marine 
Staff Sgt. Jeremy Smith, 26, and Navy Hospital man Benjamin D. Rast, 23, for Taliban insurgents 
and killed them in a drone strike. Jerry Smith, the father of Sgt. Smith on seeing the video of this 
strike simply said, “You couldn’t even tell they were human beings - just blobs.”113 In December 
2012, there was a case of a drone attack on a wedding party in Yemen. In this particular attack, 
twelve men were killed as they accompanied the bride and her family to the neighboring town of the 
groom.            
 While the U.S. government maintained that all the men were militants, the Yemeni 
government argued that the strike was a tragic mistake that killed only civilians. The fact that 
$800,000 in cash was paid as compensation to the families of the victims may indicate that there was 
truth in the Yemeni Government’s claim.114 The New America Foundation estimates that there have 
been approximately 337 drone strikes in Pakistan alone from 2004 until Oct. 24, 2012 causing 
casualties of between 1,908 to 3,225 people. These strikes have killed 1,618-2,769 combatants, about 
153-192 civilians and another 130-268 persons whose identities were unknown.
115
 The Bureau of 
Investigative Journalism on the other hand reports that “roughly 2,562-3,325 people in Pakistan have 
been killed by drone strikes between the years 2004-2012. From these total figures, 474-881 have 
been identified as civilians, including 176 children”.116 Drones, by themselves, cannot discriminate 
perfectly between combatants and non-combatants.        
 The laws of war state that belligerents may not attack civilians, wounded soldiers, the sick, 
the mentally ill, or captives. With the use of drones which provides only a “screen size” view of an 
entire city, is it possible that this law be observed? Robotic expert Noel Sharkley notes that “the 
Geneva Convention requires soldiers to use common sense. But computers have no common sense. 
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How can they be ethical when they have no means of distinguishing grandmothers form soldiers?”117 
The role of the operators cannot be over stressed. Caution has to be applied at all times and the kind 
of weapon used must take into cognizance the proximity of the military target and all the non-
military targets.              
 Apart from the fact that drones themselves cannot distinguish between innocent civilians and 
combatants, when the missile is fired, there is no possibility of reversing the command. For instance, 
the enemy decides to surrender peacefully. In a physical battle, enemy soldiers have the chance to 
surrender, and the law makes provision for such. Protocol I of the Geneva Convention clearly states 
that there is a legal requirement to accept the surrender of an individual who decides to surrender 
himself. Such a person is literally considered “outside of combat” and can be taken as a prisoner of 
war. Drone warfare, of course, offers no possibility of dealing with such an individual since the man 
who is controlling the drone may be thousands of miles away from the man who is surrendering. 
There is no identifiable or feasible way for someone to surrender to an unmanned drone. The former 
vice-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General James Cartwright captures this when he said: “To 
me, the weakness in the drone activity is that if there’s no one on the ground, and the person puts his 
hands out, he can’t surrender…What makes it worse with a Predator is you’re actually watching it. 
You know when he puts his hands up.”118    
Proportionality 
The principle of proportionality traces its roots to Thomas Aquinas’s doctrine of double 
effect. An action can have two effects, only one of which is intended, while the other is beside the 
intention. Moral acts get their character in accordance with what is intended, but not from what is 
beside the intention, since the latter is incidental;
119
 it is accidental and part of the circumstances that 
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affect its morality as an individuated act, but are not part of its object and therefore not determinative 
of species In the context of war, striking a particular military target is the intended effect, the 
collateral damage is the unintended effect. It is the former, not the latter, that determines the moral 
character of the action. Yet, the latter can constitute a grave evil if the actor could have avoided the 
unintended effect but simply ignored all the precautions or pretended to be ignorant of the 
unintended effects. The just war theory   cautions that one has to avoid creating more damages than 
would have resulted from the acts of the aggressor. In order to stop an aggressor from causing 
damage, one has to guide the available means in the dispatch of this duty so that one’s action does 
not become counterproductive.           
 The underlying goal of the principle of proportionality is, therefore, to balance the possible 
harm inflicted with the anticipated military gains of a military action. It prohibits disproportionate 
harm. The military gain must exceed the anticipated damage to civilians or their property. Article 
51(5)(b) of AP I proscribes “an attack which may be expected to cause incidental loss of civilian life, 
injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be excessive in 
relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated.” 120 Military organizations 
therefore, must do everything feasible to minimize collateral damage.     
           Proponents of drones argue that with the advanced technological component of drones, drones 
adhere more accurately to the principle of proportionality. They are able to target more precisely, 
thus minimizing the use of force in the execution of military operations and consequently the 
possible harm inflicted.  Using the war between the U.S. and Afghanistan as a case study, proponents 
of drones point out that in the summer of 2009, General Stanley McChrystal employed drone strikes 
to reduce civilian casualties and was able to do so by 28 percent.
121
  Fr. Himes maintains that: 
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There is no firm evidence that drone strikes done with careful oversight necessarily cause 
disproportionate civilian casualties, while the preponderance of evidence suggests that drone 
strikes are considerably more discriminating than older, more familiar methods of aerial 
assault...This is not to say there have not been individual drone strikes that caused 
disproportionate civilian deaths, but taken as a class of actions there is nothing inherently 
disproportionate about drone attacks. Indeed the data suggests drone attacks are less likely to 
cause civilian deaths than other weapons used in modern warfare such as cruise missiles, artillery 
shells, or fighter planes dropping smart bombs.
122
  
 
Many scholars, however, are of the opinion that drones are likely to produce more evils and disorders 
than other weaponry. A source estimates that the United States kills a 'high-value target' less than 2 
per cent of the time; the remaining 98 per cent consists of “low-value targets”, civilians or people 
whose identities are unknown.
123
          
 While the above estimation is debatable, there is no doubt that apart from the wanton 
destruction of lives and properties that often accompany drone strikes, researchers have shown that 
in most cases, villages or even countries that are surrounded and bombarded with drones usually 
experience both psychological and social disorders. The psychological condition of drones hovering 
in the skies for weeks and months in one’s homeland without the inhabitants knowing when it is 
going to strike or who the target is or whose funeral will be celebrated the next day is even more 
scary than death itself and produces very distinctive negative mental trauma and exasperation. Many 
researchers in the use of drones agree that though Drones may kill relatively few, they terrify many 
more. Malik Jalal, a tribal leader in North Waziristan, notes that drones “turned the people into 
psychiatric patients. The F-16s might be less accurate, but they come and go.”124 In the case of 
drones, they can stay in the sky for long period of time leaving the people in constant panic.  
 Researchers at the Standard and NYU Schools of Law state that the drone program in 
Pakistan is terrorizing the people and having counterproductive effects.
125
 John Glaser remarks that: 
                                                             
122   Himes, Kenneth R op. cit., 140 
123  Dalziel, Natalie;  Drone strikes: Ethics and strategy, New Zealand International Review, Vol. 39, No. 3, May/Jun 
2014, page 3 
124  Steve Coll, the drone war in Pakistan. Http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/11/24/unblinking-stare (accessed 
July 16th, 2015) 
125 John Glaser , Study: ‘Counterproductive’ Drone War ‘Terrorizes’ Civilians in Pakistan The drone war has given rise 
to "anxiety and psychological trauma among civilian communities", September 25, 2012  
 44 
 
“The US drone war in Pakistan not only kills and injures civilians, the report finds, but it traumatizes 
the population and has led people to keep their children home from school and to avoid any large 
grouping of people, however innocent”126.  Many civilians who live in these areas that can be best 
described as ‘under drones’ suffer various forms of "pervasive sense of anticipatory anxiety”.  In a 
series of interviews conducted by Amnesty International, residents of some villages where drone 
strikes are prevalent complained of the psychological effects they suffer daily due to the presence of 
drones. A resident of Tappi Village, North Waziristan, told Amnesty International that: “Local tribal 
people generally live in fear and stress and feel psychological pressure. They think they could be the 
target of a drone attack because wrong information might be given to drone operators,” Another 
resident of Esso Khel, North Waziristan, remarked that “Everyone is scared and they can’t get out of 
their house without any tension from the fear of Drone attacks. People are mentally disturbed as a 
result of the drone flights; we can’t sleep because of the planes’ loud sound. Even if they don’t attack 
we still have the fear of attack in our mind.” For Atif, a resident of Darai Nisthar, he has to live with 
the reality of keeping tablets (sleeping pills) under his bed in order to get sleep at night.
127
 For some 
others, the sound of a drone becomes a constant reminder of the death of a family member. Apart 
from the aforementioned psychological effects on the villagers, there is also the impoverishment of 
the villagers due to property loss and damage to social amenities resulting from a drone strike. In 
addition, injury from flying debris or the explosive force caused by a strike can harm the person who 
is the main source of family income.         
 A major factor that leads to high casualty rate of civilians in drone operations is the practice 
of what is called double-tap which is designed to create maximum damage to targets. The double-tap 
is a procedure wherein two missiles are fired successively at designated targets in order to ensure 
targets are killed in an operation. The double-tap tactic has posed great danger in the number of 
civilian causalities killed in done operations. In most cases, individuals who would rush to the scene 
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of attacks to help their loved ones hit by the first attack are usually blown apart by the second strike.  
Thus double-tap strikes make the ordinary humane gestures of sympathy and provision of relief to 
victims of an earlier attack a dangerous venture. A study by the U.K.-based Bureau of Investigative 
Journalism found evidence that “usually, more civilians are killed in double tap operations than even 
the first operation.”128 In fact, a source responsible for providing information about casualties in 
Pakistan has claimed that more than fifty civilians have died in follow-up attacks that harm those 
coming to the relief of victims of a first strike. As a result of this practice, families and emergency 
workers are reluctant to come to the aid of those injured in drone attacks.
129
 This reluctance often 
times lead to the death of those severely injured, whose lives could have been saved. In the first 
operation, a target is intended. In the follow up strike, sympathizers, family members and other 
passersby who may out or curiosity run to the scene of the first hit are caught up in the attack.  
 In the midst of all the possible damages that can oftentimes characterize the use of drones in 
warfare and more, importantly, the challenges posed by the very nature of drones which makes the 
operators to be physically detached from the combat zone, it is pertinent that all measures geared 
towards prudent and just use of drone would have to be put in place. These measures will become 
effective guides for those who operate the drones. Their sense of judgement, their connection with 
those who are the so-called targets and the obligation to act justly at all times should be the 
determining factor in the discharge of their duties.  
The Just War principles provide fundamental guidelines for the legitimate use of force in war.  
These principles stand very clearly as the most durable and eloquent paradigm for the moral 
evaluation of ongoing wars and the yardstick for the determination of the legitimacy of going to war.  
The strict adherence to the Just War Principles before (Jus in Bello) and during (Jus ad Bellum) war, 
many argue, would in so many ways limit arbitrary use of wars for settling of political scores. 
 Yet, in spite of the above undeniable values of the just war theory, many scholars have 
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argued that the Just War principles do not serve as an adequate or complete guide for the moral 
evaluation and regulation of war. The just war theory, they maintain, has become anachronistic and 
insufficient for dealing with right moral actions in war, given the new situations in the twenty-first 
century. These new situations include the changes in the nature of war in general, in how military 
forces are organized, and in the many contesting views about morality and ethics of war. The above 
considerations have called into question the suitability of the just war theory   as a guide, for 
instance, in the fight against terrorism. The global war on terrorism is not the traditional or 
conventional war which the formulators of the just war theory   had envisioned. The just war theory   
certainly did not envision a war fought with drones; they were formulated in an era of medieval 
weaponry.  And obviously, the just war theory   did not envision a non-state terrorist group such as 
Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and Boko Haram.  
In the light of the above, some scholars point to the inadequacy of the just war theory   and 
advocate for a paradigm shift. David K. Chan and Claudia Card note that: 
The just war theory   has taken on the characteristic of Ptolemaic cosmology prior to the 
Copernican revolution. The earlier view of the cosmos as consisting of sun, planets and stars 
orbiting around the earth at its center was once a well-established theory among astronomers. As 
more careful and precise observations of the positions of heavenly bodies showed inconsistencies 
with the Ptolemaic model, epicycles were introduced into the orbits to make the theory fit the 
data.
130
  
Noam Chomsky argues that the just war theory   does not provide adequate universal justification for 
acts of war. In some instances of war, the criteria outlined by the just war he argues were 
theoretically questionable and even vacuous.
131
 Given this contention on the adequacy of the just war 
theory, some writers today advocate for a more “virtue-based” approach to war. In the next chapter, 
we will look at the roles of the cardinal virtues in drone warfare and how the operators should be 
guided by virtues in their discharge of duties.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE CARDINAL VIRTUES AND THE DRONE OPERATOR 
From a much wider perspective, some scholars argue that there has to be a foundational 
moral shift, a shift from a right based ethics, which is central to the just war theory, to a virtue based 
ethics.
132
 This shift gives rise to questions such as: Should the character of a drone operator be a 
matter of consideration in the determination of his suitability for his job? Does the knowledge of the 
fact that a potential drone operator is addicted to violent video games make any difference in hiring 
him for the job of a done operator? Would his character have any role to play in his understanding, 
interpretation and application of the basic principles of war? Does the presence or absence or virtues 
in the drone operator affect his discharge of duties and most importantly, his application of the just 
war principles? What is the relationship between the Just War principles and virtues? The above 
questions constitute the focus of this chapter.  
 Virtue ethics pays attention not simply to norms but to the agent of the action. Whereas the 
just war theory   provides universal guidelines for war, in the concrete hic et nunc situations of war, 
paying attention to the agent is necessary. Even in areas where the just war theory   provides 
guidance on a universal basis, it does not provide personal guidance on how particular law should be 
carried out well in particular situations.  It is not sufficient for those involved in war to simply follow 
some rules of engagement. The nature of war in the twenty-first century also demands a focus on the 
agent of war himself who must make concrete judgements within evolving and fluid situations where 
cameras allow for a new awareness of effects and situations, and not simply the rules he would 
follow in normal warfare. War has always been a human activity and now that wars are increasingly 
becoming depersonalized, there is a greater need to pay more attention to the agent. In the case of 
drone warfare, it is important to know the person behind the computer screens. Knowing the 
personality of the one behind the computer screens is vital in assessing his or her capacity for 
                                                             
132 Ibid., 57-66 
 48 
 
understanding, interpreting and even applying the rules governing the use of force, just in the same 
way that knowing the personality behind the wheel is vital in understanding one’s suitability for 
driving. One, who is mentally challenged, rash, presumptuous and angry for instance, could pose a 
grave danger behind the wheel.          
 The character of the drone pilot is equally important in his discharge of his duties. His 
personality is a necessary aspect of decision making and can determine his clarity of judgement. The 
moral character of the drone pilot plays a crucial role in his interpretation and application of the 
general principles of war. David K. Chan and Claudia Card  maintain that the focus has to be on 
what kind of person makes the moral decisions and what virtues are needed in such a person in order 
to do it well, not solely on rules that can be followed mechanically by anyone, good or bad in 
character.
133
 These considerations provide the basis for a far-reaching demand, the demand of 
virtues. Gregory Trianosky argues that virtues are indispensable for wisely applying rules. They are 
also especially needed in determining the course of action when no rules have been given. In a given 
situation when there are conflicting rules that need to be resolved, virtues are necessary. Again, even 
when there are rules, “the rules themselves do not tell us how to apply them in specific situations, let 
alone how to apply them well, or indeed when to excuse people for failing to comply with 
them,”134these specifics are determined by virtue.        
 However, it must be pointed out that “Virtues are not complete alternatives to moral 
principles: both are needed for ethics to be practical.”135 Virtues are the bedrock of a man’s 
character. They are essential for the proper discharge of his duties and ultimately fashion his 
perception and interpretation of reality. Many scholars have defined virtues variously. Christina and 
Fred Sommers see virtue in its broad sense as “any trait or capacity that enables an object to perform 
its function…more commonly, ‘virtue’ refers to a special kind of excellence that only human beings 
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possess or lack. In this narrow sense the virtues are moral excellences that contribute to a life of 
human fulfillment.”136  Aquinas defines virtue as “a certain perfection of a power.”137  He describes 
the human virtue as a habit that accords with human nature, lending power, smoothness, and 
promptitude to the operation of that nature. It is a good habit that is operative; and makes its subject 
good, and makes the subject's work good. By virtue we live rightly.
138
 The Catechism of the Catholic 
Church describes the human virtue as “habitual and firm disposition to do the good. It allows the 
person not only to perform good acts, but to give the best of himself. The virtuous person tends 
toward the good with all his sensory and spiritual powers; he pursues the good and chooses it in 
concrete actions.”139  Virtue in this sense is habitual. It is not merely a single virtuous act. Being 
virtuous is also not just about carrying out activities rightly; virtues affect the one who possesses 
them. To love the true good is in a sense to become one with it.      
 More so, virtue is essentially about good character. It is habit that inclines one to freely act in 
a good manner, both externally and internally.
140
 In this regard, virtue is fundamentally about who 
we are –  it is more about “being” than “doing”, more about personality than activity. Therefore, 
even though virtue has been described as “habit” James Toner notes that “Virtue is not a habitual 
way of acting, formed by the repetition of material acts and engendering in us a psychological 
mechanism. It is a personal capacity for action, the fruit of a series of fine actions, a power of 
progress and perfection.”141  Furthermore, “Virtuous actions flow from the character of an agent, and 
                                                             
136  Sommers, Christina Hoff, and Fred Sommers. 1993. Vice & virtue in everyday life: introductory readings in ethics. 
(Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Publishers), 250 
137  ST I-II, q. 55, a. 1,  
138 Paul J. Glenn: A tour of the Summa, http://www.catholictheology.info/summa-theologica/A tour of the Summa 
(Commentary on  ST I-II, Q. 55, Art. 1)  
139  CCC No  1803 
140 Ibid  
141  Toner, James Hugh. Morals Under the Gun: The Cardinal Virtues, Military Ethics, and American Society. 
(Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 2000), 120 
 50 
 
that character consists in a larger set of dispositions to behave in accordance with the particular 
virtue.”142  The Catechism summarizes the human virtues as:   
Firm attitudes, stable dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect and will that govern our 
actions, order our passions, and guide our conduct according to reason and faith. They make 
possible ease, self-mastery, and joy in leading a morally good life. The virtuous man is he who 
freely practices the good. The moral virtues are acquired by human effort. They are the fruit and 
seed of morally good acts; they dispose all the powers of the human being for communion with 
divine love.
143
  
 
Among the human virtues are the cardinal virtues. The word, cardinal, is derived from the Latin 
cardines which means, ‘hinge’. They are the virtues on which hinge the other virtues, “On these the 
other virtues depend as a door depends on its hinges”144 Hence, the cardinal virtues play a very 
pivotal role in the good life. The cardinal virtues include prudence, justice, fortitude, and 
temperance. The drone pilot requires these human virtues in order to more effectively and fruitfully 
carry out the demands of his responsibilities.       
 Prudence is the virtue that helps us to discern our true good at all times and aids our choice of 
the best means to attain it. The Catechism of the Catholic Church amplifies St.  Thomas’s definition 
and describes prudence as:  
The charioteer of the virtue (auriga virtutum). It guides the other virtues by setting rule 
and measure. It is prudence that immediately guides the judgment of conscience. The 
prudent man determines and directs his conduct in accordance with this judgment. With 
the help of this virtue we apply moral principles to particular cases without error and 
overcome doubts about the good to achieve and the evil to avoid.
145
    
  
Prudence involves knowing and doing what is just, courageous and temperate in the right way. The 
word prudence derives from the Latin root “prudential” which translates as “practical wisdom or 
good sense.”146 Prudence is the virtue that guides us in making the right decisions in particular life 
situations and acting well based on such deliberation. It is, described by James H. Toner as, “the 
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capacity of discernment by which one translates the general demands of morality into concrete 
action…it helps us to determine the right from the wrong, the helpful from the hurtful, the virtuous 
from the vicious.”147 Decisions are not always as easy as many think, hence the virtue of prudence 
helps to specify virtuous actions in particular situations, in the hic et nunc. This is different from the 
mere application of universal principles in particular circumstances. We must note however, as 
William Mattison, points out, that “Prudence is not simply the deductive, mechanistic application of 
general rules to particular situations. Prudence is the ability to see and act what is good in specific 
situations.”148  Aquinas argues that since prudence is no mere knowledge of what things are but of 
how to act it belongs to the practical intellect or reason, not to the speculative intellect.
149
  
 According to Aquinas, prudence has certain quasi integral elements that are essential in the 
realization of a virtuous life, such as: understanding, shrewdness, circumspection, foresight and 
caution. Understanding deals with the knowledgeable grasp of the situation at hand. Foresight is the 
clear view of how future contingencies may bear upon the present occasion. Shrewdness involves the 
quick and ready estimation of what is suitable in a given situation. Caution looks to avoid evil, 
especially evil that wears the mask of good. Circumspection is the ability to see what is suitable in a 
given situation.
150
 All these elements contribute very specially in the pursuit of reward in life.  
 The drone pilot may know all the Just War principles, but it is prudence that guides him in 
the application of these principles in given situations. Prudence is also responsible for the 
determination of what constitutes the best good or lesser evil that would be possible in such 
circumstances and how to realize that. Taking the principle of discrimination as an instance, 
prudence guides in the “here and now” application of such a principle. The drone operator who is 
prudent knows that even though a high target may be within the radar, if in his preparation to fire a 
missile he notices the presence of women and children on the scene, he would need to decide the 
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immediate thing to do to avoid innocent casualties. A prudent drone pilot is able to spontaneously 
and fully size up a given situation and take firm practical steps in achieving the best result possible. 
In the case above, he may decide to abort a particular mission and wait patiently for another time to 
strike, except of course in a situation where a high military target is on the verge of causing colossal 
damage and the only way to avert this would be to stop it.      
 Here the principle of double effect may apply. Especially when a target purposely runs into a 
crowd, the drone pilot would need to apply caution. Aquinas describes the inordinate rushing into 
action under the impulse of the will or passion as precipitation, which has the character of 
imprudence. Hence, a drone pilot who simply fires a Hellfire missile on an enemy target without 
checking to see if the enemy is close to a hospital, market or residential area is imprudent. This act 
according to Aquinas is a sin and the inclination to act imprudently is a vice.
151
 Apart from 
precipitation, thoughtlessness is also another sin against prudence wherein the drone pilot willfully 
fails to judge a situation rightly because of contempt for, or a neglect of, the things on which right 
judgment depends.
152
 The anger over a terrorist attack in one’s country should not be the sole 
inspiration for bombing a target. To pursue a target simply because one is angry at a current or past 
terrorist attack in one’s country can vitiate proper considerations in the pursuit of a new target. The 
rules on listing, identifying and executing targets must be followed at all times. A prudent drone pilot 
is aware that he is not on a revenge mission, and is able to act on that awareness.     
 Another cardinal virtue which is greatly required by the drone pilot in his operations is the 
virtue of justice which Aquinas describes as a fundamental virtue.
153
 Citing Cicero, he points to the 
centrality of justice when he notes that “good men are called good chiefly by reason of their justice, 
and that "the splendor of virtue shines out from justice more than from other virtues."
154
 Justice is the 
virtue that inclines us to good relationships with others.  Cicero popularized the definition of justice 
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as Iustitia suum cuique distribuit. (Justice renders to everyone his due.)
155
  In this sense, Justice is the 
stable disposition to render to everyone what is due him. The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
describes the virtue of justice as: “moral virtue that consists in the constant and firm will to give their 
due to God and neighbor. Justice toward God is called the ‘virtue of religion.’ Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the rights of each and to establish in human relationships the harmony that 
promotes equity with regard to persons and to the common good.”156 Aquinas maintains that that 
which is due one is his right; justice then is the virtue which observes the rights of all.
157
 The most 
fundamental of all rights is the right to life. Therefore, by inclining people to the right relations with 
others, justice guards the value of human life in society.
158
 Consequently, the taking away of any 
innocent human life constitutes a grave injustice. The virtue of justice requires that everyone should 
preserve the lives of others.  The drone operator who is just would do everything possible to avoid 
taking innocent lives.           
 Even though it is the prerogative of everyone to preserve the lives of others, there are certain 
circumstances as noted in the first chapter, where the taking away of life can be justified. Aquinas 
makes the distinction between just and unjust killing. The unjust killing of a human being by one or 
more private individuals is murder, which is a grave sin against commutative justice.
159
  Aquinas is 
clear on the fact that nothing justifies the killing of an innocent person, no matter the good that 
accrues for the society.
160
 However, he adds that where a public authority executes a person guilty of 
a heinous crime, it is not murder. In fact, he argues that such execution is a way of ridding the 
society of one considered a menace and a threat to the common good. He likens this to a man who by 
necessity have to amputate his arm or leg that is badly injured so as to save his life. The body of the 
community, Aquinas insists, must amputate seriously diseased members that threaten the whole 
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group and its common life.
161
 More so, St. Thomas maintains that in the case of self-defense, killing 
can be justified if it is outside one’s intention to defend himself. He argues that if in defending 
oneself against a murderous and unjust attack, one kills the attacker there is no murder, but blameless 
self-defense.
162
           
 The drone pilot by the very nature of his operations frequently finds himself in situations 
where he would have to make decisions about the lives of others. While expected to value life and 
preserve the sacredness of human life, he would be faced with the reality of eliminating those who 
may threaten the lives of others and thus the common good. Yet, even when this has to occur, justice 
demands that this is done virtuously and not carelessly or callously. The drone pilot is bound by 
justice to respect and preserve the lives of those who are not threats to others. The concern however, 
is to what extent the drone pilot may be able to carry out his operations while keeping with the tenets 
of justice. Among other scholars who have raised concerns about the growing rise of young drone 
operators, Christian Enemark captured this fear when he observed that “the essential concern is 
whether young military personnel, ‘raised on a diet of video games’ and ‘removed from the human 
consequences of their actions’, will value the right to life, the ethical implication being that, without 
a proper appreciation of the value of human life, drone operators might be less capable of acting 
justly (eg. Refraining from indiscriminate violence) when extinguishing it.
163
  
Courage is another of the four cardinal virtues. The Catechism defines courage, as:   
The moral virtue that ensures firmness in difficulties and constancy in the pursuit of 
the good. It strengthens the resolve to resist temptations and to overcome obstacles 
in the moral life. The virtue of fortitude enables one to conquer fear, even fear of 
death, and to face trials and persecutions. It disposes one even to renounce and 
sacrifice his life in defense of a just cause.
164
   
 
Courage, like all virtues is not simply about a single act, it is not simply about one instantaneous act 
of bravery. Courage, like every virtue, is habitual. Toner asserts that “courage is character in action; 
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it is a pattern; it is a settled disposition (a habitus) formed, fashioned, and developed over many 
years…courage is not episodic but enduring; it is not a note but a melody; it is not a matter of heroic 
minute but of a gallant life.”165 Being courageous then is not just about carrying out a brave act 
today. Being courageous is in the character and not a single act.      
 The question of the demand of courage for drone pilots has been on the front burner in many 
academic arenas. There is the assumption that without physical risk there cannot be any legitimate 
courage. Hence, since the drone operators are far removed from the ground battle or the combat 
arena, they cannot be said to exhibit courage, and in fact lack even the opportunity to develop or 
exercise the virtue of courage.
166
 If courage were all about physical risks, the above position would 
be valid. But the introduction of the Unmanned System in the battle field has led to a return to the 
Aristotelian notion of courage. Courage is not merely about physical risks; rather the task of the 
drone operator requires a deeper form of courage: moral courage.       
 In most cases, when people talk about courage, they refer more specifically to physical 
courage. Yet, we must distinguish between physical and moral courage. While physical courage is 
the willingness to face fear of bodily discomfort, injury, and death, moral courage comprises of the 
willingness to face and overcome fear of social and personal sanctions that may be incurred by doing 
what is right rather than what is popular, expected or even commanded.
167
 Toner argues that “The 
courage to choose the ethical over the expedient, to serve the cause of principle over the desire of 
being popular-these are the heart and soul of sacred honor.”168 At times, moral courage may even 
“prohibit physical courage.”169 There are times when the courageous thing to do is to walk away 
from a situation and not to act. A soldier who asked to carry out an immoral act such as attacking an 
area that could cause harm to the lives of innocent civilians would need courage to resist such orders.  
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Sometimes the bravest soldiers are not those who carry out risky orders from their commanders but 
those who resist immoral orders. In this case, moral courage prohibits what would have ordinarily 
been regarded as physical courage or bravery. St. Ambrose of Milan notes that, courage without 
justice is a lever of evil,
170
 exemplifying the link between courage and justice. One can only be 
courageous in what is just, since courage is a virtue and not mere show of bravery. Courage then is 
not an end in and of itself, but it is a means of bringing about virtuous ends.
171
    
 Following the distinction between physical and moral courage, it is pertinent to note that 
while the drone pilot may not have the opportunity to exercise physical courage since he is safely 
removed from the battle field, he is daily challenged with the reality of exercising moral courage. To 
disobey an immoral order from a commander for the sake of protecting innocent lives is a great act 
of courage. To insist on doing the right thing instead of carrying out an evil order on behalf of either 
his commander or his country, knowing that this decision will not be well received by his 
commander or the country, is a great act of courage. Therefore, even though the drone operator is not 
physically in danger, he is in a different kind of danger that could be much more detrimental to him. 
He could be in a moral danger that would require courage to reclaim his freedom to do the good 
against the bad in opposition to the instructions of a bad leader. Conscientious objection remains a 
viable option open to the drone operator in situations such as this.      
 It requires great moral courage to move against the trend, to oppose evil and to stand for 
justice and truth. Seeing so many acts of bravery today, it can be argued that the world is never in 
short supply of physical courage; what the world of today is in short supply of is moral courage. 
Moral courage requires daring to be different for the sake of a good cause. The pursuit of the good 
can often times even pitch one against all others and the status quo. Just in the same way that soldiers 
on the battle field require physical courage, drone operators require moral courage. While soldiers at 
the battle front are expected to exhibit courage, Toner, using the case of the Vietnam War, opines 
                                                             
170  Ibid., 114 
171 Ibid 
 57 
 
that “the lack of moral courage is likely to result in greater death and destruction than the want of 
physical courage.”172 Many lives have been saved for the simple reason that some courageous 
soldiers conscientiously objected to immoral commands.      
 Temperance is the virtue that inclines us to the right enjoyment of bodily pleasure and desire.  
It facilitates proper regulation of one’s actions, and desires related to sensual pleasurable activities so 
that they are reasonable and in accord with how things ought to be.
173
  According to the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church:  
Temperance is the moral virtue that moderates the attraction of pleasures and provides balance in 
the use of created goods. It ensures the will's mastery over instincts and keeps desires within the 
limits of what is honorable. The temperate person directs the sensitive appetites toward what is 
good and maintains a healthy discretion.
174
   
 
Hence, the virtue of temperance fittingly, like all virtues, leads us to desire to act properly and 
not poorly. 
St Thomas maintains that temperance is both a special and general virtue “for ordinateness or 
moderation, which is the object of temperance, is found in all the moral virtues. Yet the virtue of 
temperance has a special phase of good in view: it holds back the appetites from inordinateness in 
their drive for what is most alluring.”175 However, temperance is not simply the absence of 
disordered desires, but also the presence of well-ordered desires and emotions.
176
    
 The virtue of temperance is needed in checking such pleasures as drinking and even the 
excessive desire for the pleasure that arises from leisurely activities such as video games. There is a 
form of pleasure that accompanies the playing of video games.
177
 The virtue of temperance is 
required in checking excesses in this regard. But the fear among some critics of drone operation is 
that since the controller is modelled after a video game-like console so as to make it appealing to the 
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young soldiers, who would use them,
178
 there could be a transfer of the video game mentality to the 
operation of drones. In the virtual world of the video game there is always that thirst for action, for 
winning and, depending on the particular video game type, for killing the enemy and the visual 
satisfaction that it generates. Moreover, in video games, the death of the enemy does not bring about 
any form of sorrow or remorse. This thirst for action could sometimes find itself in the drone station. 
There could be some insatiable desire to derive contentment and bodily happiness from attacking 
some helpless people. Michael Haas, a flight instructor and a former senior airman in the US Air 
Force, claims to have been “non-judicially reprimanded by his superiors for failing a student who 
had expressed “bloodlust,” an overwhelming eagerness to kill.”179 The virtue of temperance is indeed 
required in putting such use of lethal force for pleasure in check.     
 Furthermore, the virtue of temperance is required to check the excessive use of alcoholic 
substances. Haas also talks about the widespread use of drug and alcohol among some drone 
operators. He stated that some operators had flown missions while impaired. Drone operators, he 
maintains, would sometimes get intoxicated using bath salts and synthetic marijuana to avoid 
detection in possible drug testing.
180
 While this may not be the norm, the fact remains that the job of 
a drone operator places him in charge of very critical decisions about human lives. Such decision 
requires great dedication and complete alertness. A drone operator who is temperate would not be 
addicted to alcohol or drink in excess. Temperance requires that the will has mastery over the 
instincts. To be under the influence of drugs or alcohol while flying a mission already impairs the 
decision making process. A drone operator who is addicted to alcohol or drugs will pose great danger 
to the lives of innocent people no matter the good policies and good information.   
 The cardinal virtues are indeed essential for the drone operator’s better operation. Without 
any one of them, the drone operators could become a disaster to others and his operation could 
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become counterproductive. The drone pilot does not have the legitimate authority to declare war and 
will most likely not be part of the authority necessary for the other jus ad belum considerations. The 
major role of the operators come in the discharge of the jus in bello considerations. Yet, the operators 
ought to know the intention behind the war they are executing. They also need to know the 
legitimacy of such a declaration. But very importantly, the drone operators must have adequate 
knowledge of the jus in bello principles. A drone operator who does not know what the law requires 
concerning noncombatant immunity or the principle of proportionality becomes a threat to the lives 
of others.            
 Nevertheless, as discussed before, mere knowledge of the Just War principles is not adequate 
for the drone operators.  In the execution of particular wars, the drone operators must be equipped 
with virtues, bearing in mind that they are charged with the responsibility of making “life and death” 
decisions. They, at the point of their operations, become custodians of the most valuable right of the 
people in the battle field, the right to life. Even when the drone operators are convinced that the jus 
ad bellum principles have been strictly followed in the declaration of the war they are executing or in 
the fight against terrorism, their actions must be carried out in a virtuous way. Aquinas explains that 
for a deed to be truly good, it has to be done in the right way.
181
       
 Even in the killing of a legitimate target, the drone operators must be guided by virtue 
knowing that it is the life of a human being that is being taken. The drone operator must be diligent 
in the discharge of his duties knowing that he owes justice to the families of the targets and his 
country would have to give account of his actions to God on the last day. Most importantly, the 
drone operators must be aware that even if they are detached from the victims of their attacks, they 
are not detached from their own actions. The drone operators either directly or indirectly are affected 
by their own actions. Since human actions affect who the operators become over time, there is no 
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doubt that drone operators by their actions or inactions are changing their character and 
consequentially, their personalities. Virtues are responsible not just for the goodness of one’s actions 
but of the goodness of the agents in the same way that vices are responsible not only for the badness 
of one’s actions but for the badness of the agents. In as much as virtues show who we are, cultivating 
a virtuous life is essential in the proper discharge of duties. The pilot who is virtuous will follow just 
instructions based on this predisposition to virtue and will not be forced into a vicious act like killing 
the innocent. In the movie, “Eye in the Sky”, Aaron Paul, acting as the drone Operator refused to pull 
the trigger which would have led to the death of a young girl within the vicinity of the attack. He 
suspended the firing of the hellfire missiles until the young girl’s chances of being alive after the 
strike has been reassessed. To achieve this, the radius of impact was recalculated and greater care 
was taken to protect this innocent civilian.
182
 Even though this is a movie, it represents what a 
virtuous drone operator could and should do. The drone operators in this movie chose not to bury the 
innocent girl in the ambiguous euphemism of collateral damage. They chose not to view her within 
the web of statistics and numbers but as a human who deserve to live. Actions or inactions in such 
critical moments are depicted in the “Eye in the Sky” have their consequences on the operators. In 
the next chapter we shall evaluate how the drone operator is affected either negatively or positively 
by his daily actions and how these actions ultimately lead him closer to or farther away from grace 
and become either detrimental or favorable  to his salvation, making him a victim to his actions.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE UNIQUE VICTIMHOOD OF THE DRONE OPERATOR 
There is always a sad twist to every war. While unleashing destruction on the enemies, 
including at times not only combatants but also the civilians, war also affects, in catastrophic 
proportion, those doing the killing and fighting. The fathers of the Second Vatican Council point out 
that “whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder or genocide…whatever violates 
the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation…and whatever insults human dignity, such as 
subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment and deportation are infamies that do not only 
poison the human society but do more harm to those who practice them than those who suffer from 
the injury”.183 Whereas this reality is very much indisputable in the case of conventional wars, the 
negative effect of drone warfare on the operators remains a still largely unasked question. While the 
distance created by drones has brought military advantage to the nation that utilizes it, studies now 
indicate that drone operators are vulnerable to their own operations. Hence, while being physically 
protected from harm in the battle field, the drone operator is not immune to certain other kinds of 
injuries associated with war. One of the paradoxes of drones is that, even as they increase the 
distance between the operators and the targets, they also create another form of proximity. In this 
sense, drone wars also become very personal. No other form of war makes it so very personal for the 
one fighting it than drone warfare.          
 The victimhood of the drone operators originates from the very unique form of intimacy 
which drone warfare creates between the operators and the targets. Contrary to the view that the 
remoteness of this kind of war provides a safe haven for drone operators, with the attending 
consequence of minimalizing war to a simplistic video game operation, there are strong indications 
that what goes on in the various drone stations manned by drone pilots and sensor operators is far 
more serious and has a far greater impact than playing a video game. In this chapter we shall 
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consider the video game analogy to drone operation and how the very nature of drone warfare makes 
the operators more susceptible to certain forms of combat injuries than any other kind of warfare.   
The Virtual World of the PlayStation and the Real World of the Drone Station 
Many critics of drone warfare argue that there is no valor in sitting behind computer screens 
and killing someone thousands of miles away who has no scintilla of knowledge that he is a target. 
Today, labels such as armchair heroes, PlayStation warriors, and so on, have been used to describe 
drone operators. Drone operation itself has been described by some critics as no more than video 
gaming. Christian Enemark describes drone operators as “disembodied warriors.”184 This 
identification is based upon the argument that the human body is an essential part of his action. The 
drone operator, since he is not physically present at the scene of his actions, becomes a disembodied 
warrior. Some other critics simply describe drone operators as “video game warriors”. This label 
draws from the similarity between the design of video games and that of a typical drone cockpit.  
Some articles on Unmanned Systems report that the control units for drone systems have been 
deliberately designed around the controls for a type of video game console knowns as the 
PlayStation or around a “Gameboy” controller, another type of video game interface, in order to take 
advantage of potential operators’ existing familiarity with these controls.185 Speaking to Peter Singer, 
a Robotic Expert working with the Marines, remarked: “we modeled the controller after the 
PlayStation because that’s what these eighteen, nineteen-year-old Marines have been playing with all 
of their lives.” 186            
 It is not surprising then that critics of drone warfare have argued that there is a tendency for 
the operators to mistake their drone activities for playing video games.  Philip Alston, the United 
Nations Special rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, and Hina Shamsi, of 
the American Civil Liberties Union criticized the “PlayStation mentality” created by drones which 
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turn killing into a video game. They argued that “young military personnel raised on a diet of video 
games now kill real people remotely using joysticks. Far removed from the human consequences of 
their actions, how will this generation of fighters value the right to life?”187  There seems to be some 
support for this claim. Sharing his experiences of the Iraq war fought from a drone station in Qatar, a 
drone operator had remarked: “It’s like video game. It can get a little bloodthirsty. But it’s…cool”.188   
A remark such as this suggests the existence of the so called PlayStation mentality syndrome. As 
Benjamin Meadea pointed out, this can greatly blur the line between the real and the virtual 
worlds.
189
  It is in order to counter thoughts such as the above that Major Sam Morgan, a trainer of 
Predator Pilots in Nevada, would state, “We have to impress upon them that they are not just 
shooting electrons. They’re killing people.”190 Indeed at no point should the virtual world of the 
video games be confused with the real world faced by the operators.       
 Yet, in spite of the arguments that support the assumption that the nature of drones could lead 
to a PlayStation mentality among operators, many drone operators and military personnel have 
argued very powerfully against any assumption that drones create a PlayStation mentality to killing. 
They also oppose any suggestion that the geographical distance created by drone warfare could lead 
to a depersonalization of the drone operators and the serious consequence of dissociating the 
operators from the human cost of the killing they are involved in. Many drone operators are offended 
by the claim that they are not connected to the victims of their actions. On the contrary, they testify 
that the very nature of drones creates an inter-connectivity between the drone operator and his target. 
Because the drone operator would in some cases follow his target for a very long time, sometimes, 
even for weeks or more, he gets to know the target to a point that his life becomes almost immersed 
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in the life of his target. As such, drone operators most times also become unseen victims of the fuller 
repercussions of their actions.         
 Kyle Grayson, a Senior Lecturer in International Politics at Newcastle University, United 
Kingdom, argues that the idea that piloting drones is “as mindless as playing a video game is…based 
on an ill-informed understanding of video games”. He maintains that it also ignores the extensive 
empirically-based literature on how it becomes possible for people to kill one another in combat and 
fundamentally misunderstands the experience of piloting drones in relation to the experience of 
playing video games. Consequently, he concludes, “the ‘PlayStation mentality’ critique does not just 
miss the target, but it also produces collateral damage by trivializing the complex dynamics 
underpinning technologically enabled killing and what makes drone strikes possible”.191 More so, 
Grayson notes that video games are never “numbing agents geared towards mindless pursuits. Video 
games are immersive and embed the players into a world that is meaningful to them”. Even though 
video games can produce feelings of pleasure, anxiety and other forms of emotions such as sadness 
and elation, they are nevertheless also able to produce very effectively a sense of purpose and 
coordination among dispersed players.
192
 Grayson strongly maintains that “while video games may 
be virtual, they produce a sense of presence, a feeling that the player is, in reality, ‘there’ and that 
what transpires has meaning”. And “If video games were unable to generate a sense of attachment 
and meaningful consequences for players within the world of the game, or even beyond, few would 
play them”.193 Therefore, even if the suggestion that what drone pilots do can be likened to a video 
game, it would still be overly simplistic to imagine that video game players are completely detached 
from their activities.            
 A retired U.S. drone operator opposes very strongly the view that all they do is sit and play 
video games. Slim, (his Air Force call sign) remarks: "People think we're sitting here with joysticks 
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playing a video game, but that's simply not true, these are real situations and real-life weapons 
systems. Once you launch a weapon, you can't hit a replay button to bring people back to life”.194 
Even though the drone operator in a combat mission is physically removed from the combat zone, 
Slim argues that he is aware that "While the enemy is the enemy, you still understand that they are a 
real person and to extinguish a person's life is a very personal thing. While physically we don't 
experience the five senses when we engage a target — unlike [how] an infantryman might — in my 
experience, the emotional impact on the operator is equal."
195
 Another drone operator denying the 
equation between drone operation and video games says drone operation is anything but Star Wars 
games: “The taking of human life is not something to be considered lightly. OK, they are bad guys 
we are killing, but they are still human beings.”196 He also criticizes the suggestion that the use of 
drones translates into leaving moral judgments to machines. “The plane cannot start, cannot fly and 
cannot release a weapon without us doing it. Human beings are in the cockpit – exactly the same as 
when I was flying a Tornado. We just happen to be 8,000 miles away from the plane,” he says.197 
Rob Blackhurst, who recounts his visit to the Kandahar Airfield in southern Afghanistan, debunks 
the assumption that drone operators are youngsters who do not take very seriously the nature of their 
assignment. He observes: “From my experience at Kandahar this vision of teenage warriors seems 
far-fetched: the Reaper pilots I met were approaching middle age, softly spoken and sober about the 
life-and-death decisions with which they were charged.”198 Indeed many of the drone operators 
clearly understand the enormity of the tasks they are required to carry out and they take this very 
seriously.             
 The audio-visuals and telecommunications technologies that are part of the drone systems 
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make it very possible for the drone operator who is physically removed from the combat arena to be 
differently embedded into the battle-space in a very spectacular way.  Thus, “while the drone 
operators’ experiences may be mediated by “sensing technologies and video screens” they are still 
very much attached and not detached from the battle-space.”199   According to Capt. Steven Rolenc, 
spokesman for Predator operations at Nellis Air Force base,  when “you put your hands on the 
controls and your eyes on the screens, you feel as though you’re flying over Iraq or flying over 
Afghanistan.
200
  You get yourself into that reality. It’s not a video game. It’s the real deal.”201   
Similarly, Air Force Major Shannon Rogers claims that, “Physically, we may be in Vegas, but 
mentally, we’re flying over Iraq. It feels real.”202 The consequences of this kind of “presence” are 
enormous.              
 Grayson argues that the difference between the soldiers on the battle ground and the drone 
operator is that they are able to experience and interpret their experiences of war through 
“perspectives offered by video games”.203 With the almost God-like overview of the battle ground, 
many drone pilots report cases of traumatic stress disorder as will be discussed below. Dr. Robert 
Sparrow argues that there is a certain element in drone warfare that makes it more difficult for the 
operators to deal with various kinds of consequences that are a corollary to the nature of drone wars. 
In conventional warfare, the larger context of being physically present in the theatre of operations 
may allow fighters to prepare for combat through a process of anticipation which makes reference to 
local circumstances and to deal with them afterwards through conversation and interaction with 
others who may have shared similar experiences. This is not the case with drone warfare; fighting a 
war in a country that one has never set foot in, alongside people one has never met, may be uniquely 
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difficult in terms of the opportunities for soldiers to “process” their experiences.204 Drone operators 
often must view the results of their actions for a sustained duration and level of detail not common to 
other forms of combats. Lieutenant Colonel Bruce Black, a former Air Force drone pilot says that 
typically, drone pilots watch their targets for very long period of time, know them intimately, know 
where they are and what is around them.
205
 In fact, they even know their neighbors.  
 Drone warfare has brought a new perspective to war. Rather than become a source of 
emotional detachment, the fact that operators lack immediate presence at the battle front has 
generated even more terrifying consequences for them. Comparing his experience with that of fighter 
pilots, a drone operator remarked: “when the face of your enemy was staring back at you and in high 
definition your entire system is charged…No other pilots got to see the targets like we do. Most 
fighter pilots dropped only a couple of times on a deployment, some not at all. When they did hit a 
target, they had weeks or months remaining in theatre to come to terms with their actions.”206 Col. 
Pete Gersten, commander of the 432nd Air Expeditionary Wing at Creech observes “one of the great 
advantages of drones is the ability to loiter. But this also means crews spend a lot of time watching 
the destruction of war. Unlike an F-16 pilot who would engage the enemy and then return to base, 
the drone crews do lengthy battle damage assessments”.207 Fighter pilots rarely see the entirety of 
their mission. In fact it is impossible for a fighter pilot to see the whole engagement. In most cases 
they simply respond to a call and drop some bombs on the target and disappear. As a drone operator 
once noted:  
The closest they got to the fight was strafing runs and the occasional flash from the bomb or 
missiles as it passed their windscreen. Their proximity to death and violence stirred their 
blood, but the images in their targeting pods were tiny and fuzzy compared to our high def-
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pods, keeping them remote to effects on the ground. Our targeting pods not only showed us 
everything, but also lingered over the carnage, searing the images into our brains. Our 
experiences was far different from that of the fighters.
208
  
 
The drone operators see the before, the during, and the after. This is what makes this kind of killing 
very harmful to the operators.  In some cases, drone operators watch their targets for days, and even 
weeks. They get involved in the personal life of the targets. They come to know the daily routines 
not only of the potential target but of their families and neighbors. In most drone attacks, the drone 
operator becomes, as it were, a virtual neighbor to their target, learning the day to day life of the 
community in which they will carry out their mission. Nancy Cooke, a professor of cognitive science 
and engineering at Arizona State University's College of Technology captured this quite aptly when 
she remarked: "When you operate a remotely piloted aircraft, even though you're there virtually, you 
have a lot of information about what's going on, on the ground."
209
 Due to this this level of 
knowledge and virtual attachment to the target and his surrounding, Cooke argues that drone pilots 
may suffer more emotional impact by killing at a distance because of how closely they have to 
monitor the situation before, during and after the attack.
210
        
 To take the life of a target after being ‘personally close’ to him and his family, to watch how 
his wife and children mourn his death and the degrees of emotions flowing from their hearts through 
the tears that gush from their eyes can leave a drone operator completely devastated and emotionally 
drained. This kind of bond established between the drone operator and the family of the target can 
become a great source of psychological and moral pain. It could lead to even a sense of betrayal. The 
drone operator does not only take away the life of an enemy he has come to know, he has taken away 
the joy of a family; he may also feel that he has taken the life of a virtual friend. He has taken away 
the life of one whose world he has entered and established some sense of intimacy with. This is what 
places the drone operator in the position of victimhood. The increasing number of drone operators 
who report Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and other sociological, psychological and moral 
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complications cast great doubt on the assumption that drone operation is simply like playing video 
game and that drone pilots are video-game warriors. That drone operators show these signs mean that 
they are more involved than many critics of drone operation would think.    
 Many journalists today who cover violent events report various degrees of traumas including 
Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. Even though their lives may not be physically in danger, the fact of 
simply covering such events put them at risks. Among others, some journalists report long standing 
symptoms of fear, numbing, guilt, nightmares, substance abuse, sleep difficulties, intrusive 
recollection, irritability, mistrust of others, isolation, avoidance of trauma-related reminders, 
hypervigilance, and exaggerated startle response to gruesome or harrowing assignments.
211
 
 Kevin Carter a freelance photographer and South African native winner of Pultizer prize in 
1994, for his photograph of a vulture stalking a starving girl who collapsed on her way to a feeding 
station in Southern Sudan never recovered from the trauma and shock of seeing such a horrible 
incident. He would eventually commit suicide just two months after that encounter. In the suicide 
note he left under his knapsack, he wrote, "I' m really sorry. The pain of life overrides the joy to the 
point that joy does not exist". He also described being depressed and "haunted by the vivid memories 
of killings and corpses and anger and pain...of starving or wounded children, of trigger-happy 
madmen". James Nachtwey, a photographer for Magnum Photo Agency who knew Kevin Carter 
personally would remark that" every photographer who has been involved in these stories (of 
extreme human suffering) has been affected. You become changed forever. Nobody does this kind of 
work to make themselves feel good. It is very hard to continue".
212
 If by covering combat events 
journalists are able to show the above symptoms, there is no doubt that drone operators who ‘stalk’ 
their targets for days, weeks and even months would be prone to more traumas. More so, while the 
journalist would in almost all cases not be responsible in any way for the cause of the horrific 
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incident he is covering, the drone operator is likely to have participated in the cause of the incident, 
either by releasing the missile or by guiding the missiles with a laser. Consequently, the argument 
that drone operator are incapable of experiencing traumas or moral injury simply because they are 
only watching through their computer screens lacks merit. 
From Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) to Moral Injury, the High Cost of Drone 
Warfare 
Various terms have been used over the years to describe the kind of pains soldiers go through 
during and after combat. After the American Civil War, “Solder’s heart” was used to describe the 
psychological problems of soldiers. In World War I “shell shock” was used and “Combat fatigue”, in 
World War II.
213
  Today, the most prevalent technical term used to identify the specific kind of 
trauma that soldiers go through after engaging in combat is Post traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 
The recognition of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder as a legitimate psychiatric condition dates back to 
1980 when it was included in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM 
IV).
214
             
 The National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs defines Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) as: “An anxiety disorder that can occur following the experience or 
witnessing of a traumatic event. A traumatic event is a life-threatening event such as military 
combat, natural disasters, terrorist incidents, serious accidents, or physical or sexual assault in adult 
or childhood.”215  Various symptoms are associated with PTSD. These symptoms are more broadly 
grouped into three: Reliving, Avoiding, and Increased Arousal. Victims of PTSD repeatedly relive 
the ordeals through thoughts and memories of the traumas. These may be in the form of nightmares, 
flashbacks or hallucinations. Avoiding entails the tendency to isolate oneself, avoiding people, places 
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or situations that may remind one of the traumas. This can lead to a feeling of detachment from 
family or friends, as well as loss of interest in activities that one once enjoyed. Increased arousal as a 
category of PTSD could be expressed in excessive emotions, problems in relating with others, 
outbursts of anger, being easily startled or difficulty falling or staying asleep.
216
   
 Many factors play a part in whether a person will suffer from PTSD. Some of these are risk 
factors which could include living through dangerous events and traumas, seeing people hurt or 
killed, having a history of mental illness or feeling horror, helpless, or extreme fear. Other factors, 
called resilience factors, include feeling good about one's own actions in the face of danger, finding a 
support group after a traumatic event, seeking out support from other people, friend and family and 
having a coping strategy, or a way of getting through the bad event and learning from it, can help 
reduce the risk of the disorder.
217
 It is important to note that not everyone who lives through a 
traumatic event gets PTSD. There are several factors that contribute in the presence or absence of 
this disorder.             
 Drone operators are not mere technicians operating various components of a machine. Even 
though they are physically detached from combat arena, they are obviously involved in combat. In 
various ways and at various times he makes decisions that affect the lives of others. These decisions 
either to act or not to act come with consequences which can be both immediate and remote. These 
consequences manifest through various symptoms which studies show are characteristic of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder.           
 Over the years, there have been studies carried out to ascertain the prevalence of this kind of 
disorder among drone operators. The Armed Forces Health Surveillance Center carried out a study in 
2013 in which they reported that despite working in relative safe conditions and air-conditioned 
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facilities, drone pilots suffer high levels of stress and fatigue.
218
  They were also found to suffer the 
same rate of post-traumatic stress disorder and other mental conditions as other combat pilots.
219
  
The report corroborates an earlier study that was carried out in 2011 which was coauthored by 
Wayne Chappelle. It was designed to identify areas of high stress within the Airforce Drone Program 
and was carried out among approximately 1,400 members of the Air Force. This included 600 
noncombatant airmen and 864 operators of Predator, Reaper and Global Hawk drone aircraft.
220
  The 
participants were asked to rank their level of stress on a scale from 0 to 10, with 10 representing 
feeling extremely stressed. The study revealed that 46 percent of Reaper and Predator pilots reported 
“high operational stress” and from other questionnaires, Chappelle found that 17 percent of Predator 
or Reaper drone operators, and 25 percent of Global Hawk operators, show signs of "clinical 
distress." This would include symptoms such as depression, anxiety and other symptoms that 
interfere with job performance or disrupt family life.
221
 Jean Otto and Bryant Webber of the Armed 
Forces Health Surveillance Center and the Uniformed Services, University of the Health Sciences, 
suggest that there could be a higher number of drone operators undergoing post-traumatic stress 
disorder. In an article published by Tech. Sgt. Nadine Barclay, 432nd Wing/432nd Air Expeditionary 
Wing Public Affairs, on the Creech Air Force Base, Nevada, website, he reports that "according to a 
2014 paper from the United Air Force School of Aerospace Medicine, studies have shown that 4.3 
percent of Air Force RPA operators report symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder".
222
  However, 
there could be artificial underreporting of the concerns of the pilots “due to the career-threatening 
effects of [mental health] diagnoses, [which] include removal from flying status, loss of flight pay, 
and diminished competitiveness for promotion.”223 These challenges could discourage many 
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potential drone operators.           
 There are some other reasons responsible for the hesitance in acknowledging that drone 
operators can and do have post-traumatic stress disorder. Politically, it would mean granting drone 
operators the same status and benefits as regular combat soldiers who suffer PTSD.
224
  A Major in 
the US Army who spoke to me anonymously talked about the slippery slope consequences of such 
acknowledgement. Once it has been established that drone operators are capable of experiencing 
PTSD from their operations and some operators are granted some kind of benefits, other operators 
who may want to receive such benefits may be tempted to claim to suffer such injuries too. There is 
also the question of warrior syndrome. People who report PTSD or other kinds of invisible wounds 
of war could be seen as losers and not tough enough for military job which is expected to be for the 
tough and strong.  
While PTSD could result from many factors as detailed above, Col. James Cluff notes that 
the fear of occasionally killing civilians is one of the greatest causes of stress for drone pilots.
225
  
Drone operators who see both the before and the after of their actions know that in some cases 
innocent victims are caught up in their killings. Even though technically these innocent victims are 
simply categorized as collateral damage, when the drone operator goes home to his family, he goes 
home with the raw images of what has transpired during the day. Some feel guilty knowing that they 
have deprived others of the opportunity to live. Some go home knowing that they have harmed 
children of their enemies, children who could be the same age as their own children, depriving them 
of the opportunity to go to school, be loved, or taken care of by their parents who may have been 
killed accidentally. When a drone operator mistakenly kills a child in a mission, he does not go home 
thinking of “collateral damage,” he goes home saying to himself: I have killed a child. The following 
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witness of a drone pilot which most often reflects the experience of many others captures this reality 
very succinctly:  
I was almost home when it hit me. Sitting at a traffic light, I was overtaken by the idea that 
I’d taken a life. It wasn’t the first one, but this one stuck with me because of the intimacy of 
it. My other shoots were in defense of troops under fire…but this one was different. The 
engagement was never a “him or me” scenario. There was no way a facilitator could harm 
me. I had all the power. He wasn’t shooting at American troops at the time. He was on the 
phone with his wife. I knew his name. I’d followed his every move for more than a month.226  
 
Former drone operator Brandon Bryant who was interviewed by KNPR, a non-commercial radio 
station in Las Vegas, talked about his experience which was very symptomatic of post-traumatic 
stress disorder. "I stopped sleeping because I was dreaming in infrared, white hot, black hot, the 
same type of filters I would see at work. It was like I couldn't escape myself, he said. He also adds: “I 
felt like I was haunted by a legion of the dead. My physical health was gone, my mental health was 
crumbled. I was in so much pain I was ready to eat a bullet myself”.227  Heather Linebaugh, a former 
drone imagery analyst, argues that even though she may not have been on the ground in Afghanistan, 
simply watching parts of the conflict in great details on a screen for days on end provided her with 
great insight about the grave dangers faced by drone operators who sit night and day watching the 
effects of their actions: 
I know the feeling you experience when you see someone die. Horrifying barely covers it. 
And when you are exposed to it over and over again it becomes like a small video, embedded 
in your head, forever on repeat, causing psychological pain and suffering that many people 
will hopefully never experience. UAV troops are victim to not only the haunting memories of 
this work that they carry with them, but also the guilt of always being a little unsure of how 
accurate their confirmations of weapons or identification of hostile individuals were.
228
  
 
Linebaugh also confirmed that two of her colleagues had committed suicide within one year of leaving 
the service.
229
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 There is evidence that suggests not all drone operators feel the same way about their missions.  
A couple of drone operators indeed enjoy the work they do and defend their role in targeted killings. 
In fact, they see it as a mission that has to be accomplished for the world to be safer and better. Janet 
Atkins, who remotely logged more than 2,100 drone combat hours above Iraq and Afghanistan, 
maintains: “We’re not killing people for the fun of it. It would be the same if we were the guys on the 
ground, you have to get to [the enemy] somehow or all of you will die.”230 Former drone pilot, Bruce 
Black, speaking to his hometown newspaper in New Mexico touted: “I was shooting two weeks after I 
got there and saved hundreds of people, including Iraqis and Afghanis.”231 It is therefore inaccurate to 
assume that all drone operators show symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Yet, while this is 
not to deny the fact that many do experience this condition, drone operators may also show signs of an 
even worse condition. There is a growing evidence that show that the effects of drone war go beyond 
the diagnostic criteria of Post-Traumatic Stress disorder. Many drone operators today suffer what has 
come to be known as “Moral Injury”. For some scholars, PTSD, as officially defined, rarely wrecks 
veterans’ lives or crushes them to suicide. Shay argues that “moral injury does both.”232 Moral Injury 
is capable of far deeper consequences than PTSD.       
 There is a great distinction between PTSD and moral injury. While PSTD deals more with 
emotions of fear, anxiety, shock and nightmarish experiences often associated with unpleasant events 
of the past, moral injury presents itself in the form of emotions such as shame and guilt that are often 
connected with one’s beliefs and conscience. When Brayant, in narrating his first kill as a drone pilot 
says, “I really have no fear, it’s more like I’ve had a soul-crushing experience. An experience that I 
thought I’d never have. I was never prepared to take a life,”233 he was not only talking about the fear 
associated with an unpleasant event. This is not simply about fear and shock; it is more of shame and 
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guilt which are symptomatic of Moral Injury. Moral Injury is also very closely related to injury done 
to one’s conscience. It can result from killing or injuring others or from witnessing such an event 
without intervening. Camilo E. Mejia an Iraq War Veteran, in distinguishing PSTD and Moral Injury 
says:  
Conscience is the most secret place where we can see the unwritten law of morality…when I 
opened fire that day, I violated that law and desecrated the inner most sanctuary of my being. As I 
observed that young man through the sight of my rifle, I was staring at a point of no return, the 
very rubicon of my life, and I crossed it. My moral injury is the pain I inflicted upon the very core 
of my being when I took something I could never give back.
234
   
 
The concept of Moral Injury is attributed to the clinical psychiatrist Jonathan Shay, who in his book 
Achilles in Vietnam traces the idea back as far as the Trojan War. He points out that "the mechanisms 
of death may change—as intimate as a bayonet or as removed as a Hellfire—but the bloody facts, 
and their weight on the human conscience, remain the same."
235
  The term moral injury describes the 
pain and distress that arises from adverse moral choices soldiers make in war.    
 Shay defines moral injury as “the betrayal of what is right, which is an essential part of any 
combat trauma that leads to lifelong psychological injury.”236 Tobias Winright defines it as a 
“Debilitating sense of shame and guilt that solders experience because of actions they have done or 
observed in war.”237 Expanding on these views, Brett Litz, a veteran psychologist, and his colleagues 
present morally injurious experiences as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, bearing witness to, or 
learning about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations.”238 Alice Lynd 
explains that “when men and women in the military believe they did or saw something that offends 
their deeply held sense of right and wrong, it can create inner conflict and self-blame, and shake up 
their moral foundation. They may feel that what they did or saw is unforgivable. They experience 
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“moral injury”.239           
 The religious beliefs, personal moral values and even character of the operator determine to a 
very large extent the degree of Moral Injury experienced. A person of good character is bound to feel 
more moral pain either in the form of guilt, shame, anguish or remorse after carrying out an act that 
has resulted in someone else’s suffering, injury or death, even if entirely accidental or unavoidable. 
Moral injury then is seen as “a wound suffered by a self-reflective and conscientious moral agent.240  
Many of the drone operators, especially those that are affiliated with the Christian faith, in most of 
their testimonies use religious terms to describe the deep pain they feel within. A more critical 
analysis of these testimonies reveals even much deeper injury than what we consider as Moral Injury. 
The testimonies of many drone operators today point to another kind of danger that arises from 
drone-induced combat trauma. Possibilities of what may be called spiritual trauma is beginning to 
emerge.  
Many drone operators today point to a much deeper injury that cannot be seen or addressed 
by the conventional/regular kind of care given to operators who show signs of Moral Injury. Injuries 
to the soul are not discoverable through medical procedures, nor are they healed through basic 
psychiatric evaluations nor counseling. The injuries experienced by the drone operators can be 
grouped into psychological, moral and spiritual. Because much attention has been given already to 
the psychological and moral, I shall give more attention to the spiritual in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
BEYOND MORAL INJURY: SOUL WOUND AND REPAIR 
Human actions do not remain only at the level of the body. Theological anthropology and 
philosophy hold that there is an intrinsic connection between the human body and the soul such that 
whatever happens to the body affects the soul. From this hylemorphic point of view therefore, 
“matter alone cannot tell the whole story of man. Such a story reduces the human being to nothing 
more than a mechanized aggregate of material components. The form of the human being, the soul 
completes the story of man.”241 Aquinas maintains that since the body is proportionate to the soul, 
the defects of the soul redound into the body, and vice versa.
242
 The fact that human beings feel the 
sense of shame after carrying out certain physical human actions is existential evidence that our body 
is not detached from our soul. Shame, guilt and regret are not physical actions, but they do result 
from physical actions. When drone operators make wrong choices that cause the death of innocent 
people, especially women and children, some operators can and do experience injuries that transcend 
the physical.            
 The phenomenon of Moral Injury and its impact is still very much a subject under excavation. 
From the experiences of victims of moral injury, it is obvious that in addition to a psychological 
element, there is a spiritual element as well. Warren Kinghorn contends that though moral injury “is 
an important and useful clinical construct,” the phenomenon it attempts to name “beckons beyond 
the structural constraints of contemporary psychology.”243 The real cost of war on the fighters will 
continue to be hidden unless Moral Injury is also viewed from the spiritual perspective as a product 
of sin. Viewed from this angle, it becomes pertinent to note that religious and cultural therapies are 
not only possible, but should be encouraged as complementary to what mental health professionals 
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conventionally offer.            
 In decrying the failure to address the evils of the Vietnam War, William Mahedy, who served 
as a military chaplain in Vietnam remarked “I believe the essential failure of the chaplaincy in 
Vietnam was its inability to name the reality for what it was. We should have first called it sin, 
admitted we were in a morally ambiguous and religiously tenuous situation, and then gone on to deal 
with the harsh reality of the soldier’s life.”244  It is only a proper evaluation and diagnosis of the cost 
of war on the fighters that can bring about effective treatment of the various kinds of wounds they 
incur as a result of their participation in war. Some scholars today suggest that moral injury could 
amount to a euphemism for sin or at least a consequence of sin.
245
  Although there is great emphasis 
today on the safety of drone war, the sad reality is that no matter how safe war is, it is still riddled 
with the reality of sin, especially in cases where the lives of the innocent civilians are involved, even 
as unintended collateral damage.         
 Drone operators who advertently or inadvertently kill civilians cannot escape the guilt of sin 
no matter what technical terms used to excuse such actions. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
teaches, sin is present in all facets of human history and any attempt to ignore it or to give this dark 
reality other names would be futile.
246
 And once sin is brought into the picture, the need for healing 
and restoration becomes sacrosanct. Full restoration and repair of the damages caused by moral 
injuries cannot be attained without repentance and forgiveness, hence a consideration of a penitential 
element.            
 From ancient times, there has always been a recognition of the spiritual consequences of war. 
This was largely responsible for the various kinds of postwar rituals and penances that fighters were 
meant to pass through.  We find these rituals and penances in various literatures, including the Old 
Testament. The Old Testament is replete with many war stories. In some of these stories, God even 
                                                             
244  Ibid.,388 
245  Ibid., 388  
246  CCC No. 386 
 80 
 
commands that the lives of the enemies should not to be spared (I Samuel 15:3). Yet, in carrying out 
this command to destroy the enemies, God still places great emphasis on the value of the lives thus 
taken and the consequences of killing even an enemy. Hence, God instructs Moses that “anyone who 
has killed someone or touched someone who was killed must stay outside the camp seven days.” On 
the third and seventh day, individuals, along with all of their belongings and spoils, were required to 
undergo purification by water or by fire before they could re-enter the camp” (Num. 31:19-24). From 
the time of the Old Testament, human blood was considered to be sacred and the shedding of blood a 
source of contamination. Killing even an enemy brought some form of defilement that had to be 
cleansed before the warriors can be reintegrated into the community.     
 In ancient Greek culture, there was the practice of ritual cleansing that accompanied the 
shedding of human blood. Miasma was a form of ritual impurity consequent upon one's contact with 
a corpse or killing of a human being. Miasma was treated with Katharmos, which was a special kind 
of cleaning.
247
  Antiphon, a fifth century BC intellectual in his Third Tetralogy reveals that since god 
placed high value to human life when he created him, killing another human being unlawfully was a 
sin against the gods. Miasma therefore, was not a physical bloodstain on the killer’s hands, but a 
form of supernatural wrath, “for the victim, robbed of the gifts bestowed by God upon him, naturally 
leaves behind him the angry spirits of vengeance.”248 This belief and practice is similar to the Zulu 
practice in Africa. The Zulu believed that a man who had killed in war was in fatal danger. To avert 
this danger, he would need to undergo purification. On returning from a battle in which a warrior had 
killed an enemy, he is to take off his ibeshu, which is a loin-covering, and put on that of the man he 
has killed, wearing it until purification is complete. He must also hold his assegai with the blade 
pointing downwards, and must seclude himself from the community until he undergoes a process of 
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purification, called Quanga.
249
          
 The Christian community of the first millennium generally assumed that warriors returning 
from battle were not only wounded physically but spiritually. They were encouraged therefore to 
undergo various rituals of purification, expiation and reconciliation. Depending on the kind of war 
they were engaged in, the number of killings they would have carried out and the intention behind 
the killing, religious authorities imposed commensurate penances on the returning soldiers.
250
 The 
penances could range from abstaining from the sacrament of Holy Communion for a number of years 
to other public acts of penitence.
251
 A Penitential ascribed to Theodore of Tarsus (Archbishop of 
Canterbury, 668-90 AD) stipulates that “one who slays a man by command of his lord shall keep 
away from the church for forty days, and one who slays a man in public war shall do penance for 
forty days”.252 In early medieval times, there were strict penances given to returning warriors. The 
warriors who had fought with William on the hill of Senlac had to pass through different kinds of 
penances depending on the nature of their participation in the battle: 
Anyone who knows that he killed a man in the great battle must do penance for one year for each man 
that he killed….Anyone who wounded a man, and does not know whether he killed him or not, must do 
penance for forty days for each man he thus struck (if he can remember the number), either 
continuously or at intervals….253  
 
While there could be other reasons why penances were imposed on returning soldiers, the penances 
themselves express the belief that in this epoch, killing in war does not only affect the victims who 
have been killed but also those who participated in the war. These penances speak to the conviction 
that there is a certain form of defilement that accompanies the taking of human lives and as such, that 
soldier requires purification. Returning warriors were not simply treated medically and 
psychologically, but also, spiritually. There were provisions for retreats, confessions and other 
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penitential rituals, expressing the conviction that war causes some damages to the one engaged in it 
beyond visual estimations.     
More recently, there have been accounts of different forms of pastoral care organized for war 
veterans in the United States, especially following the Vietnam War. However, unlike the imposition 
of penances for returning warriors in the Ancient and medieval ages, these liturgies, for returning 
veterans of the Vietnam war provided opportunity for reintegration with the community and 
reconciliation with God. Through these liturgies, the participants were afforded opportunity to 
experience the mercy and love of God. Timothy Sims shares his experiences about his participation 
in the “Kyrie” of a Lutheran Congregation which he remarked enabled him to experience God’s 
mercy and “helped him escape the gang of societal indifference” confronting the Vietnam 
veterans.”254 As noted by soldiers who return from war, reintegrating back to one’s community is 
always difficult.            
 Although the drone operator is not in the combat arena, from his drone station thousands of 
miles away he is still involved in a battle that sometimes causes the death of others, both guilty and 
innocent. Simply being present to the kind of destruction and violence that can be caused by Hellfire 
missiles fired from the sky is sufficient to cause grave moral harm to the drone operators. As noted 
earlier, many drone operators today experience moral injuries as a results of directly killing innocent 
civilians, watching of visual images of people who are killed, especially women and children and 
going against their deeply held moral or religious convictions which result in the deaths of others. 
With the level of virtual relationship that can sometimes develop after familiarizing oneself with the 
family of a drone target, there is no doubt that such moral injuries are possible. Clinical therapies 
often come short in providing solutions to experiences such as these.    
 This then becomes the moment for spiritual therapy. What the operator feels at this time is 
not simply a Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The experience of Col. T. Mark McCurley, a retired air 
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force pilot and former intelligence operator, provides support for this. Recounting his feelings after 
an operation he recalls:   
The gravity of what I’d done overtook my emotions. My mind and body struggled to cope. I had just 
taken the one thing from two men that I could never return, no matter how hard I tried. I had ended 
their existence. Worse, I had removed one of God’s creatures from this world. What greater sin could I 
have committed?255   
In this remark it is evident that Col McCurely sees his action not as a mere wrong choice that brings 
about shame. Speaking from a Christian background, the Colonel points out that he had committed a 
sin against his creator. He also acknowledges that he had committed a sin against the one whom he 
had deprived of the one thing he cannot give back to him, his life, their lives. Again, when Brandon 
Bryan says, “I feel damned”256as he remembers his different missions in which civilians had been 
killed, there is no doubt that this is not simply a question of shame. It is indeed a cry from the spirit 
realm. It is a yearning for spiritual healing. Many of the drone pilots come to a realization that they 
do some kind of harm to their souls by the very nature of the decisions they have to make sometimes. 
In an interview granted by Brandon Bryant, a former drone operator, he very aptly captured his 
experience of killing a child in these words: “I felt like I destroyed my soul.”257  This is existential 
evidence that the body is not detached from the soul and that the experiences of the operators cannot 
be simply interpreted from the purview of mental dissonance. Col. John Read suggests that to 
effectively address the impact of moral injury, it has to be rightly seen as damage to the soul rather 
than viewed as an operational construct of war.
258
         
 When Brandon says he “felt like he destroyed his soul,” he is not making reference to simple 
psychological depression or a moral apprehension. He is not simply talking about the guilt of 
conscience or shame about an unpleasant past. He is clearly pointing to a deeper level of injury. 
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Brandon would go on to say that he paid both a mental and spiritual price for his job as a drone 
operator.
259
 The spiritual price paid can obviously not be an object of scientific verification. There 
are many drone operators out there today who, like Brandon, could be in need of platforms not just to 
share their stories but to experience healing and support. Brandon’s experience is evidence that even 
drone operators today are in need of the same opportunities given to returning soldiers in ancient and 
medieval times for healing and restoration.         
 Pastoral care for drone operators is highly essential. The very nature of the moral injury felt 
by drone operators is one that requires inner healing of the soul. For Catholics, the forgiveness that 
comes from the sacrament of confession could be a true remedy for the moral guilt that accompanies 
combat trauma. The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that “The confession (or disclosure) 
of sins, even from a simply human point of view, frees us and facilitates our reconciliation with 
others. Through such an admission man looks squarely at the sins he is guilty of, takes responsibility 
for them, and thereby opens himself again to God and to the communion of the Church in order to 
make a new future possible.”260 Through the sacrament of reconciliation, the drone operator who is 
wounded not only physically but at times spiritually receives the gift of inner peace, serenity of 
conscience, strong spiritual consolation and “restoration of the dignity and blessing of the life of the 
children of God, of which the most is friendship with God.”261  It also facilitates restoration to the 
community of believers which can be fractured by the sins of the individual members. “In this sense 
it does not simply heal the one restored to ecclesial communion, but has also a revitalizing effect on 
the life of the Church which suffered from the sin of one of her members.”262 Confession expresses 
itself in genuine remorse and sadness for what has been done wrong. It offers the operator an 
opportunity for a very personal examination of conscience which in so many ways helped the 
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medieval warriors come to terms with their involvement in war and the effects of their actions or 
inactions.            
 Examination of conscience within the context of confession goes beyond the mere telling of 
war stories. It also goes far beyond the kind of the self-criticism or full-conscious recall through 
which the therapists would have returning solders remember their past deeds so as to forget them 
within the context of unconscious motivation.
263
 Examination of conscience involves a more sincere 
and deeper examination of one’s actions in the drone station under the lenses of objective moral 
norms like the just war theories, or the demands of virtue and the consequences of such actions on 
the victims, especially in cases where there are innocent victims. The operator “might also discover 
through the examination of his conscience that even though general moral norms have not been 
violated, he might have personally gone against his deeply held convictions or even sacred norms 
like being remotely part (being a remote cause) of the death of innocent civilians or maiming 
innocent noncombatants, or the destruction of an entire village. Examination of conscience does not 
necessarily mean that one is guilty of a crime. In some cases, examination of conscience could 
actually become a source of vindication.         
 An operator who may be worried about his actions during a particular mission may after such 
examination of conscience come to realize that none of his actions actually deserve the disapproval 
of his conscience. And, “feelings of guilt and shame are unwarranted by any “reasons” of either the 
mind or the heart.”264 The role of the chaplain or priest at this point would be to guide the operator to 
let go of such feelings, offer and accept forgiveness. This brings about repentance which is 
manifested in the varying levels of positive changes which could include change of behavior, attitude 
and understating towards perceived enemies, and integration into the community and family.  This 
could also manifest in the greater value for human life, more critical view about war and the quest to 
live more virtuous life.          
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 Outside the Catholic tradition, there are other religious assemblies and faith communities that 
have practices that are either penitential in scope and are aimed at restoring union with God and the 
community or are basic spiritual ritual that helps revitalize the faith of the victim of moral injury. 
U.S. Airforce Chief Master, Sergeant Harry Marsters acknowledges that involvement in his faith 
community which included church functions, homeless outreach and board activities helped him deal 
with his postwar difficulties.
265
  Because of the tendency to drift to a life of isolationism, which 
arises as a result of the feeling of not finding oneself worthy to mingle with one’s faith community, 
the faith community of drone operators (in localities where they are known) have the great task of 
providing support, by helping them feel accepted, needed and loved and not judged and condemned. 
Drone operators who do not identify themselves as either spiritual or religious also need healing 
between the self, God and neighbors. They therefore, need communities where they can explore their 
moral struggles and address their Moral Injury too. Such spaces need to be created and more 
civilians need to be enlightened in understanding the intricacies of Moral Injury.    
 Most military camps have military chaplains. Chaplains have unique responsibility among 
fellow military personnel. In some cases, even those who are faced with various kinds of challenges, 
including, emotional, psychological, spiritual and social problems seek the chaplain rather than the 
other therapists provided. The reason for this is not farfetched:  
Chaplains are viewed as "safe" listeners, because communication directed towards chaplains can be 
held confidential and does not have to report up the chain of command as those in other disciplines are 
required to do. Chaplains’ styles of ministry also may make them more readily available. In addition to 
formal availability through worship services, funerals, hospital work, and counseling, chaplains 
frequently provide an informal "ministry of presence" by spending time at base camps in informal 
settings interacting with those they meet.266  
  
More so, chaplains are trained in areas of theology, faith, morality, and often, in counseling in a way 
that clinical therapists are not. This makes it more appropriate for operators who face Moral Injuries 
to be referred to spiritual leaders. Apart from operators who specifically seek out spiritual leaders, 
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those others who report contrition, shame, guilt and other signs of moral wound should be 
encouraged to see the chaplains. Pastoral counselling remains a veritable tool for the healing of 
moral injuries. It would be the role of the chaplain to listen to the spiritual needs of the drone 
operators and offer spiritual guidance. Through series of prayerful counselling sessions, the chaplain 
is able to positively alleviate the pains of the drone operators. The Chaplain is also trained to 
recognize when the operator who is suffering moral injury needs professional (clinical) help.  
 Following the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, we must understand that these drone 
operators are our brothers and sisters, and their pains are real. Indeed “The joys and the hopes, the 
griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, 
these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.”267  The 
consequences of violating one’s conscience, even in situations where one’s actions are impossible to 
avoid or their effects are far away can be very traumatic. Drone operators who find themselves in 
these situations can be completely devastated. It is the duty of all, but more importantly, the duty of 
those placed in charge of recruiting them, to offer them basic information about the choices available 
to them when confronted with situations where they are required to act against their consciences or 
deeply-held personal or religious beliefs. To avoid moral injury, it is very important that drone 
operators should be educated about their own obligation to protect themselves against immoral 
orders. They should also grow in the knowledge of the cardinal virtues, especially in justice and 
prudence so that in those moments where they are required to make difficult decisions, they can 
more readily make the right ones, even if it entails a choice not to act. Available to the operators is 
the tool of conscientious objection.  
 The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops states very categorically that “It is 
immoral for a commander to issue or for a soldier to obey a command to intentionally kill 
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noncombatants in war”.268 Given the often grievous and terrifying consequences of Moral Injury, 
especially as a result of obedience to an immoral command, it is pertinent to note that drone 
operators who for moral or religious reasons feel very deeply that carrying out a particular command 
will inflict grave injury on them are entitled to object to such commands. Conscientious objection to 
military service is recognized by international laws and is based on the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion which are outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
International Conference on Civil and Political Rights. Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights states that “Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and 
freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.” Even though these two articles do 
not specifically refer to conscientious objection, the U.N. Human Rights Committee further explains: 
“the conference does not explicitly refer to conscious objection, but the committee believes that such 
a right can be derived from Article 18, in as much as the obligation to use lethal force may seriously 
conflict with the freedom of conscience and the right to manifest one’s religion or belief…269 It is in 
line with this provision that Veterans of the U.S. wars in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan gathered in 
protest in Nevada, outside Creech air force Base, sometime in March 2015, to encourage drone 
operators to take the route of conscientious objections instead of carrying out attacks in the named 
countries above. The Veterans caution the operators that:  
It is not normal or healthy for human beings to kill other human beings. Many veterans continue to 
suffer from PTSD and “moral injury” for the rest of their lives. The suicide rate for active duty GI’s 
and veterans are extremely high… We encourage you to think carefully about your place in the scheme 
of things. Can you, in good conscience, continue to participate in killing other human beings, no matter 
how remotely? If, after serious soul-searching, you come to believe you are against all wars, you can 
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apply for a discharge from the Air Force as a Conscientious Objector. If you need advice, there are 
conscientious objector organizations that can help you.270  
 
In the midst of the demands of obedience to higher authority, the drone operator, regardless, acts in 
freedom and is responsible for his actions. The drone operator remains a moral agent even in the face 
of coercions from the ground commander who gives the last order that an identified target should be 
killed. Drone operators make significant decisions about life inasmuch as they have the finality of 
action. They are the terminus ad quem to a whole process of identification, targeting and killing of 
targets. To argue that drone operators cannot be generally held liable for innocent deaths simply 
because they are carrying out orders from their commanders could be compared to arguing that those 
who gassed over six million Jews in Nazi German’s concentration camps such as Auschwitz are not 
responsible for the heinous crimes against the victims of the gas chambers since they were simply 
carrying out Hitler’s orders. Or that those who had participated in the odious crime of the 
transatlantic slave trade in the eighteenth century and who had subjected the slaves to all forms of 
torture in the plantations were innocent since they were carrying out the orders of their Lords or 
plantation owners            
 The drone operator cannot be detached from his actions and the consequences of such 
actions. While drones give a sense of safety in war, given that those who use drone technology 
record zero physical injuries, the operators are not free from Moral Injury, which can also be very 
destructive. The State may win a war through the use of drones, but the individual operators suffer 
varying degrees of losses.  
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CONCLUSION 
There is no doubt that the introduction of remotely piloted aircrafts to the battlefield has had 
an overwhelming impact on the way wars are chosen and fought. This has also significantly changed, 
at the very fundamental level, those who are engaged in the fighting, thus transforming the very 
agent of war. Interestingly, combat drones have become a mix of an enigma wrapped in puzzle. They 
offer physical safety to the ones who use them, yet expose them to varying forms of moral danger. 
They remove the operator from the battlefront, yet, immerse him overwhelmingly into the very life 
of the target, making the operator both an agent and a victim. The effects of drones on the operators 
remain a great source of concern that should be given the utmost attention both by the governments 
who authorize their use as well as the users themselves.       
 The training of drone operators is as important if not more so, than the innovation of military 
technology that the drones themselves constitute. As technology continues to evolve, those who 
operate them would have to be trained to better harness the inherent value in them within a moral 
context, maximizing the benefits and minimizing the damages. The task of drone operators in combat 
operation, especially for the fact that they, as it were, are given charge over people’s lives, should 
require rigorous formation not just in military science but in the ethics of war. Speaking to the 
Washington Post, a fighter pilot compares the training of drone pilot to “creating the equivalent of a 
puppy mill.”271 To hand over a Hellfire missile to a young energetic man just after few months of a 
crash program could pose a grave risk. 
Even though targeting involves other team of people, the position of the drone operator is 
very central in the overall execution of a particular mission. Combat drone operation goes far beyond 
the mere ability to maneuver a device attached to one’s computer system. Whether as sensor operator 
or as pilot, drone operation is a complex process of deliberation, analyses, communication and 
execution. All these operations are carried out in the context of military combat. Therefore, drone 
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operation in this sense as a military/combat activity is one that requires adequate knowledge not just 
of the necessary techniques for operating the system, but about the whole question of the operations 
of war, the ethics of war and possible consequences or virtual conflict, if they are to be able to fully 
exercise judgement and conscientious objection.   
Experience shows that drone operation is not as exciting as it is generally assumed to be. 
Those who aspire to the drone program must be made aware that drone operation is not simply like 
playing a video game. Unlike the playing of video games that is full of action and intended for 
entertainment, drone operations most of the times are not action-packed. For much of their time, 
drone operators would only be involved in what the Air Force calls ISR: Intelligence, Surveillance, 
and Reconnaissance.
272
 This would usually amount to following a target, tracking a target, and 
gathering information about the target. The actual firing of missiles at targets may last for a few 
minutes after a week or even a month-long ‘stalking of the targets’. A potential drone operator who 
thinks drone operations means spending every day of the week firing Hellfire missiles on targets may 
be disappointed just within his first week on the job.       
 Bearing in mind the possibility of various kinds combat stress, some levels of PTSD and 
moral injury, drone operators should be adequately informed about such possibilities and also 
prepared on how to handle the outcome of their operations. While some operators are affected by the 
constant streams of images they see during missions, others are affected by mistakes made that 
affected the lives of innocent civilians. Many drone operators today have evidently experienced these 
challenges. Although not all operators encounter these challenges, it is a fact that some do.  
 The onus lies on the drone operator also to prepare himself adequately for his mission. 
Ignorance of the rules of engagement could lead to the killing of innocent civilians. Ignorance of the 
possible effects of drone operations could lead to outcomes for which the drone operator is 
unprepared to manage. And since some of the trauma-related challenges arise as a result of wrong 
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choices which lead to the deaths of civilians, it is sacrosanct that operators make the right choices 
when required to carry out an operation. When a target has been identified, the drone operator must 
consider from the multitude of options how to hit the target without causing damage to innocent 
lives. Even when there is the right intention to kill a terrorist who is about to cause harm, this 
intention must be matched by the right actions. The drone operator must at all time have the capacity 
to make good judgement and the cardinal virtues are a sine qua non for this.     
 Although there is the tendency to argue that drone operators are merely carrying out orders 
given to them by ground commanders, and as such should not be responsible for their actions, the 
reality is that they never cease to be free agents. Even if the drone operator were coerced into 
carrying out an action by a ground commander, that would not remove voluntariness. The fact that 
there is an external influence does not make an action less free. The drone operators as moral agents 
remain responsible for what they do or do not do in as much as they have the freedom to obey or 
disobey a particular order. Whatever action carried out has its consequences for the ultimate moral 
good of the operator. In each action, and in some actions more than others, the operator either fails to 
choose the good, or chooses the good. And through each action, some more than others, he becomes 
virtuous, morally self-respecting and resilient or does not. In all these interplay of choices as 
manifested in the operator’s actions, there is indeed a fundamental consequence on who he is and 
who he becomes.
273
 Every single action taken by the drone operator counts towards shaping his 
character.            
 Despite the destructive capability of drones, they remain instruments in the hands of humans. 
Although they are gradually being equipped with autonomous intelligence, they are still very much 
controlled by humans. This places the responsibility not on the weapon but on the one who controls 
the weapons. “No matter how precise the weaponry or how close the trigger to its effects, if the one 
pulling the trigger is not a person of character formed in the virtues that characterize a just war 
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people, then that technology will only amplify vice”.274 Because drones are capable of such massive 
destruction, the one who controls them must be one with clear understanding of the ethics essential 
to practical wisdom, such as: value of life, the laws governing the use of certain weapons; and must 
also have the mental capability to make decisions that affect others in the operation of the weapons. 
With the growing availability of drones in various countries today and fewer obstacles in using them, 
any deficit in the character of those who use them will be disastrous to the human family. However, 
with the innovative advantages of drones in the areas of precision, maneuverability, discrimination 
and ability to stay in the air for long, having the right operators could even make drone warfare more 
just.             
 A virtuous operator, as much as the rest of the people responsible in the process, could make 
a great difference in drone warfare.  In “Eye in the Sky”, the Colonel, played by Helen Mirren who 
had requested for GBU-12's which is a 500pounds explosive with a causality radius of 200-300 feet 
and a 50% kill ratio was unhappy to discover that the drone had been equipped with two hellfire 
missiles with a kill radius of roughly 50feet, and a wounding radius of 65 feet instead. Even though 
one of the airmen  whom she questioned about this decision had explained that the reason for this 
initiative was to have a lighter load which would allow for longer loitering time, there is no doubt 
that this decision saved the lives of many civilians within the vicinity of the airstrike.
275
 If they had 
used the GBU-12’s, it would have caused greater impact, possibly destroying every single home 
surrounding the target and obviously, more civilian casualties.  Hence, decisions such as the kind of 
weapon to be used even in legitimate strikes are still very much important. A virtuous commander or 
even a virtuous airman can choose a weapon that would minimize civilian causality considerably.
 The drone operator must be, first, a good human being before he can become a good drone 
operator. He must be a person who habitually and freely chooses to do what is good and virtuous at 
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all times. A bad tree, Jesus says, cannot produce good fruits in the same way that a good tree cannot 
produce bad fruits (Matthew 7:18). While the use of drones may not be intrinsically evil, since 
drones can be used for very good purposes such as surveillance which protects the people, and even 
eliminating those who actively cause grave evils in society as terrorists do, if the operators are not 
people of character, there is bound to be grave consequences. Drones cannot be smarter and more 
responsible than those who use them. No matter how smart, better and precise drones are, if those 
who use them are not smart, responsible, and people of virtue, the whole development in drone 
technology may only become futile. No matter how safe and technologically advanced a car is, 
having a drunk driver in the driver seat definitely portends danger. In the final analysis then, the man 
behind the computer screen thousands of miles away is very important. They have the capacity to 
make it more discriminatory or be very careless with its use making it more deadly. They can 
become more careful in the choice of weapons to be used for different targets, where to use them and 
when to use them to avoid indiscriminate killing of noncombatants. They have to courageously stand 
for justice at all times even in dealing with the enemy. They must be temperate in their actions and 
prudent in their decisions. And we must exercise due diligence in developing and caring for, not just 
the machinery of war, but also those who operate the machinery, especially when they are insulated 
from traditional battlefield.            
 We cannot simply wave off the reality of moral injury for drone operators. No matter how the 
society tells them to feel heroic about their actions, some never do. Many drone operators go home 
with the hidden wounds of their actions or inactions. Drones may be able to locate and decimate the 
strongholds of Boko Haram in North-Eastern Nigeria, but not until it has also inflicted invisible 
wounds on those who operate them.  In the end, it is imperative that technology be always placed at 
the service of humanity, guided constantly by moral virtues, so as to not become the Lord and master 
of humanity but only its servant. It must be remembered that drones like every other technological 
entity crated by man all through history can be a good servant but a terrible master.  
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